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“Sot Une SEV 
SUPERO Une 13 A tae” 


0440 Hours January 30, 1968, Pleiku 
(II Corps Tactical Zone) 


Lieutenant Ray Flynn had been looking forward 
to this night for a long time. So had his men. Bat- 
tered at Dak To the preceding November, Flynn's 
rifle platoon of the U.S. 173d Airborne Brigade 
had spent several months patrolling the north 
central highlends. For the most part it had been 
quiet. But the anxiety, the fatigue, the harsh rou- 
tine of war had taken their usual toll. Now, on the 
eve of Tet, the most sacred of Vietnamese holi- 
days, there was time to rest. Beginning at mid- 


night, January 30, there would be a thirty- 
a six-hour conser emd stemd down. While tens 
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Several hours later, the calm night of the Lunar New 
Year exploded in violence. Shocked into consciousness by 
the sound and glare of 122MM rockets screaming over his 
head, Flynn determined quickly that the firing site was no 


| more than 800 meters away. “Had to be pre-dug,” he 


thought to himself, “but we missed it.” Then, as his men re- 
turned fire, a strange realization came over the young 
lieutenant. "They must know precisely where we are,” he 
thought, “but they're not firing at us. They're firing at the 
city. They're firing at Pleiku.” 


0245 Hours January 31, 1968, Saigon 


As Specialist Fourth Class Charles L. Daniel and Private 
First Class William E. Sebast stood guard at the night 
gate of the United States Embassy, a battered taxicab 
turned the corner onto Thong Nhut Boulevard. Automatic 
weapons fire belched from its windows. Firing back, Dan- 
jel cmd Sebast quickly backed inside, slammed and 
locked the large iron gate, and radioed "Signal 300"— 
code for enemy attack—to Military Police headquarters. 
Outside the gate, men of the Vietcong C-10 Sapper Bat- 
talion worked swiftly, detonating a plastic explosive 
charge that blew a three-foot-wide hole in the high wall 
surrounding the embassy compound. As the enemy troops 
wriggled in, the two MPs turned and began firing. Daniel 
seized the radio. "They're coming in! They're coming in!” 
he shouted. "Help me! Help me!" Then there was silence. 


0330 Hours January 31, 1968, Long Binh 
(III Corps Tactical Zone) 





Lieutenant General Frederick C. Weyand, commander of 
U.S. field forces in III Corps, was not surprised. A former 
U.S. Army intelligence officer, he had been troubled by the 
curious pattern of recent Communist activity. Three weeks 
before, on January 10, he had shared his suspicions with 
General William Westmoreland, commander of U.S. 
forces in Vietnam, and recommended that Americon units 
be redeployed from border assignments to the populated 
areas around Saigon. Westmoreland agreed and ordered 
fifteen U.S. battalions back to the outskirts of the capital. 
Now, as Weyand watched the maps in his tactical op- 
erations center light up like "pinball machines,” his worst 
fears were confirmed. The enemy was attacking every- 
where. Weyand ordered the necessary moves to counter 
each attack, deploying more than 5,000 U.S. troops to new 


Preceding page. Flares and tracer fire from American Cobra 
gunships illuminate the night sky during the Communist at- 
tack on Bien Hoa air base, January 31. Communist efforts to 
penetrate the base and seize ARVN III Corps headquarters 
were repulsed by a combined U.S. and South Vietnamese 
force. 
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locations within two hours. Then he waited. The enemy, he 
calculated, had already committed every major unit 
known to be operating in III Corps. It wouldn't last long. 
Unless his calculations were wrong. 


Thus it began. Under the veil of night and in the midst of 
a tense holiday truce, Communist forces launched the Tet 
offensive—a massive, coordinated assault on nearly every 
population center and major military installation in South 
Vietnam. Across the length and breadth of the country, 
from Quang Tri Province in the north to the southernmost 
tip of the Ca Mau Peninsula, the cities of South Vietnam 
exploded as if strung together like New Year's fire- 
crackers. 

The unprecedented magnitude and ferocity of the at- 
tacks stunned the South Vietnamese and their American 
allies. Never before had the Communists dared to enter 
the cities in force. Never before had they committed so 
many troops to a single, costly campaign. Never before 
had they demonstrated a capacity to synchronize their 
military planning on a countrywide scale. Now, within 
forty-eight hours, more than 80,000 soldiers of the People’s 
Liberation Armed Forces (Vietcong), their ranks bolstered 
by elements of the North Vietnamese People’s Army 
(NVA), suddenly materialized to attack 36 of 44 provincial 
capitals, 5 of 6 autonomous cities, and 72 of 245 district 
towns, in addition to countless military headquarters, air- 
fields, and combat bases. 

Awakened by the crash of incoming rockets and the 
crackle of small-arms fire in the streets, city dwellers were 
shocked to find their neighborhoods transformed into 
battle zones. As VC soldiers charged toward their desig- 
nated objectives, regular and irregular forces of the South 
Vietnamese army scrambled to meet the threat. Every- 
where there was confusion, dismay, and disbelief. And 
everywhere the same question: How had it happened? 


Fateful decision 


Ambitiously conceived and audaciously executed, the Tet 
offensive had been meticulously planned. The product of 
long years of experience in revolutionary warfare and of 
continual debate among North Vietnamese military strate- 
gists, the decision to launch the attacks had been made by 
the Politburo in Hanoi in July 1967. The leaders recognized 
that the risks would be considerable, the logistics complex, 
and the cost in men and material enormous. But they also 
agreed that the moment was propitious. 

For nearly three years they had fought against forces of 
the greatest military power on earth. They had not been 
defeated; but neither had they defeated the enemy. They 
had hoped to make the Americans, as they had made the 
French, weary of war by pursuing a strategy of “pro- 
tracted” struggle. Instead, the U.S. had augmented its 
forces and seemed more confident than ever of its ability 
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to wear out the North Vietnamese and win the "hearts and 
minds" of the South Vietnamese people. 

Now, the Communists reckoned, all that would change. 
Relying upon two cardinal principles of the art of war, se- 
crecy and surprise, they would strike when and where the 
enemy was most vulnerable. Taking the war to the cities, 
they would shatter the sense of security of the hundreds of 
thousands of South Vietnamese civilians who had sought 
refuge from the ravages of war. They would exacerbate 
the growing strains between the South Vietnamese gov- 
ernment and its American allies. And, by raising the ante 
yet again, they would feed the mounting opposition to the 
war in the U.S. and around the world. With a single thun- 
derous blow, they would violently announce the advent of 
the third, and final, stage of the revolutionary struggle—the 
General Offensive-General Uprising—and alter irrev- 
ocably the course of the Vietnam War. 

Responsibility for overall military planning of the cam- 
paign was placed in the hands of General Vo Nguyen 
Giap, chief architect of the Vietminh victory at Dien Bien 
Phu. A long-standing critic of the tactics employed by his 
arch-rival, General Nguyen Chi Thanh, Giap had repeat- 
edly argued that a commitment to big-unit warfare was 
inappropriate against an enemy with vastly superior mo- 
bility and firepower. With their extended lines of commu- 
nication and supply, the Americans were far more vulner- 
able, he argued, to guerrilla warfare. With Thanh’s death 
in July 1967 Giap reemerged as North Vietnam's leading 
military strategist. But even then the outlines of the offen- 
sive bore the marks of a compromise between the advo- 








Vietcong soldiers 
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cates of the Main-Force war and the proponents of guer- 
rilla tactics. It was to be a "combined" effort, using both 
methods to their maximum advantage. 

Preparations for the attacks proceeded slowly and me- 
thodically. Beginning in August, thousands of tons of Chi- 
nese- and Russian-supplied weapons and munitions— 
AK47 assault rifles, B40 and 122MM rockets, rocket- 
propelled grenades, and antiaircraft artillery—moved 
south by bicycle and truck, ox cart and sampan. Commu- 
nications networks were improved and military districts 
redrawn to facilitate coordination between units and com- 
mands. New cadres and troops were recruited and 
trained, while veteran soldiers were gathered in reorien- 
tation, or chinh huan, sessions where they were apprised 
of their “new situation and mission.” 

During the fall Giap also initiated a series of major con- 
frontations along the frontiers of South Vietnam—at Con 
Thien along the DMZ, at Dak To in the central highlands, 
and at Loc Ninh in the "fishhook" area along the Cam- 
bodian border. In retrospect these “border battles" seem 
to have been designed to serve several purposes: to lure 
American forces away from populated areas, to screen 
the infiltration of NVA troops prior to Tet, and in the case 
of Loc Ninh, to practice coordinating maneuvers between 
Main-Force and guerrilla units. Each time Giap probed, 
the Americans responded by sending large numbers of 
iroops to the remote battle zones and concentrating 
enormous firepower on enemy positions. U.S. intelligence 
analysts were baffled by the Communist moves, which 
seemed to invite massive American retaliation to no evi- 








dent purpose. But Communist losses were so great that 
MACV was quick to declare the engagements resounding 
allied victories. Giap in turn taunted the American com- 
mand with the claim that his border strategy had dealt a 
blow to allied pacification efforts. 
In order to enhance the prospects of military success, 
the Communists simultaneously made some timely politi- 
| cal maneuvers. To reinvigorate and broaden the appeal of 
the NLF among the South Vietnamese people, “Liberation 
Radio” launched a campaign in early September that re- 
newed the front's ostensible commitment to freedom of 
| speech and assembly, free elections, and other rights. The 
| same month a high-ranking Vietcong cadre contacted 
| U.S. officials in Saigon, prompting hopes in Washington 
that the Communists were prepared to negotiate and 
| feeding suspicions among the South Vietnamese that the 
U.S. might agree to a coalition government. Those fears 
were heightened when Communist agents began to talk 
secretly with prominent spokesmen of the GVN's political 
opposition. The capstone of these efforts was a remark 
made by North Vietnamese foreign minister Nguyen Duy 
Trinh on December 30, 1967. Announcing that North Viet- 
nam “will” rather than “could” hold talks if the U.S. halted 
its bombings unconditionally, a subtle shift in wording that 
suggested that Hanoi had changed its negotiating posi- 
tion, Trinh provoked a flurry of diplomatic activity—all to 
no avail—during the first weeks of 1968. 

Meanwhile the military chess game moved toward its 
climax. During the first weeks of the new year, several 
elite NVA divisions crossed the DMZ and began to sur- 
round the U.S. Marine base at Khe Sanh. Further south, 
Main-Force and guerrilla units moved closer to the cities, 
using complicated maneuvers to mask their real targets. 
Commanders left their bases to reconnoiter their assigned 
areas of operation, while troops disguised as civilians or 
ARVN soldiers returning home for Tet began to infiltrate 
the cities. Weapons, explosives, and ammunition were 
also slipped in, concealed in false-bottomed trucks or 
flower carts headed for market and then buried in ceme- 
teries, drainage ditches, and garbage dumps. 
| As D-day approached, middle- and lower-level com- 

manders learned for the first time what their individual 
| missions would be. Gathering their troops together, they 

distributed arms and a three-day ration of food. Then, on 

the eve of Tet, came the long-awaited order to attack, 
| broadcast by Radio Hemoi-a poem written by Ho Chi 
| Minh to mark the arrival of the Year of the Monkey. 


| This Spring far outshines the 
previous Springs, 


| Of victories throughout the land 
come happy tidings. 
| Let North and South emulate each 
other in fighting the U.S. 
aggressors! 


Forward! 


Total Victory will be ours. 


Troops already infiltrated into the cities test-fired their 
weapons against the din of holiday firecrackers, while 
guerrilla units stealthily moved into attacking positions on 
the outskirts. Many knew they would die. In a display of 
solidarity with their Vietcong comrades, some North Viet- 
namese regulars wore armbands with the inscription 
“Born in the North, Died in the South.” All had been told 
that they were about to inaugurate “the greatest battle in 
the history of our country"—a flash of lightning that would 
“split the sky and shake the earth.” 


Intelligence 





Signs of the impending Communist offensive did not go 
undetected. Throughout the late summer and early fall of 
1967, American and South Vietnamese intelligence 
agencies accumulated a variety of clues indicating a sig- 
nificant shift in enemy strategic planning. Among them 
was an attack order captured by an element of the U.S. 
101st Airborne Division during an operation in Quang Tin 
Province on November 19. Stating that “Central Head- 
quarters concludes that the time has come for direct revo- 
lution and that the opportunity for a general offensive and 
general uprising is within reach,” the attack order spelled 
out many of the more salient features of the upcoming 
enemy campaign. 


Use very strong military attacks in coordination with the up- 
risings of the local population to take over towns and cities. 
Troops should flood the lowlands. They should move toward lib- 
erating the capital city, take power, and try to rally enemy bri- 
gades and regiments to our side one by one. Propaganda should 
be broadly disseminated among the population in general, and 
leaflets should be used to reach enemy officers and enlisted per- 
sonnel. 


Intelligence officers of the U.S. military command re- 
garded the document primarily as a piece of propaganda 
designed to boost Communist troop morale. When the 
captured order was subsequently released to the press 
and published on January 5, twenty-five days before the 
offensive began, it provoked little comment. 

By mid-December, however, mounting evidence con- 
vinced prominent officials in Saigon and Washington that 
something big was underway. On December 18, General 
Earle G. Wheeler, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, 
warned that "it is entirely possible that there may be a 
Communist thrust similar to the desperate effort of the 
Germans in the Battle of the Bulge in World War IL” On 
December 20, President Johnson, in Canberra, Australia, 
to attend memorial services for Prime Minister Harold 
Holt, confided to the Australian cabinet that he foresaw 
“kamikaze” attacks by the North Vietnamese in the weeks 


ahead. The same day General Westmoreland cabled 
Washington that he expected the enemy “to undertake an 
intensified countrywide effort, perhaps a maximum effort, 
over a relatively short period.” 

During January 1968 more hard evidence fell into allied 
hands. On January 4, the U.S. 4th Infantry Division cap- 
tured Operation Order No. 1 calling for an attack against 
Pleiku prior to Tet. On January 20 the ARVN 23d Infantry 
Division captured a similar order for an assault on Ban 
Me Thuot, though no date was specified. Then, on January 
28, South Vietnamese Military Security Service agents in 
Qui Nhon arrested eleven Vietcong cadres who had been 
meeting inside the city. In their possession were two tapes 
containing an appeal to the local population to take up 
arms against the GVN and an announcement that Saigon, 
Hue, and other South Vietnamese cities had already been 
“liberated.” 

There were other signs as well. Beginning in the late 
months of 1967 and continuing through the first month of 
1968, allied intelligence noted a precipitous drop in enemy 
defections, usually an indication that morale was high. 
Then, toward the end of January, the government of North 
Vietnam made a curious announcement. Because of a 
peculiarly auspicious conjunction between the moon, the 
earth, and the sun, the Tet holiday would begin not on Jan- 
uary 30, as indicated by the lunar calendar, but on Janu- 
ary 29. Hanoi, the allies later learned, wanted its people to 
be able to celebrate Tet before the anticipated American 
retaliation. 

In the South, the change in the North Vietnamese holi- 
day schedule went unnoticed. By the end of January both 
MACV and the White House were preoccupied by activity 
near Khe Sanh, where on January 21 an estimated force of 
20,000 to 40,000 North Vietnamese regulars had besieged 
the U.S. Marine base. Convinced that the enemy intended 
to overrun the base as the first step in an all-out effort to 
seize the two northernmost provinces of South Vietnam, 
Quang Tri and Thua Thien, General Westmoreland deter- 
mined to hold Khe Sanh at all costs. His decision was en- 
dorsed by the Joint Chiefs of Staff and a jittery president, 
who told his field commander that he didn't want “any 
damn Dien Bien Phu.” 

To strengthen allied defenses in the north, West- 
moreland had ordered the U.S. Army Ist Cavalry Division 
(Airmobile) to Phu Bai on January 9. As Tet approached, 
approximately a quarter of a million allied soldiers—in- 
cluding more than half of all U.S. combat maneuver bat- 
talions—stood ready to meet the enemy in 1 Corps. Yet 
aside from the redeployment of forces to Saigon that Gen- 
eral Weyand had suggested, little was done to reinforce 
South Vietnam's cities. It was a calculated risk, but one 
that General Westmoreland was willing to take. 

Thus, despite a surfeit of intelligence data concerning 
enemy plans, the details of the offensive were never deci- 
phered. But this was only part of the problem. According 
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to the report of a special intelligence review board estab- 
lished by President Johnson in the wake of Tet, American 
estimates of attrition, infiltration, local recruitment, and 
morale had “degraded our image of the enemy.” 
Throughout the fall of 1967, in fact, MACV had reduced its 
estimates of enemy combat strength and, in light of these 
new figures, concluded that the allies were winning (see 
sidebar, page 22). 

As one U.S. Army intelligence officer later noted, “If 
we'd gotten the whole battle plan, it wouldn't have been 
believed. It wouldn't have been credible to us.” MACV 
simply did not believe the Communists capable of syn- 
chronizing major attacks throughout South Vietnam. Even 
if they could, such a campaign would be "suicidal," ac- 
cording to General Westmoreland. By dispersing their 
forces they would multiply their points of vulnerability and 
deprive themselves of sulficient concentrated force to 
achieve amy single objective. 





By mid-January Westmoreland was convinced that the | 


Ini 


| enemy's predicted "maximum effort" would come just be- 
| fore or after the Tet holiday. He discounted the possibility 
| that they would hit at Tet itself and profane the sacred na- 
| tional rite. Ironically, Westmoreland had placed in his 
| Saigon villa a statuette of the Vietnamese hero Quang 
| Trung. Trung was responsible for one of the legendary 
| feats in Vietnam's history—a surprise attack on the Chi- 
| nese garrison in Hanoi during Tet 1789. 


| 

| 

| Whether by accident or design, the Communist command 
launched an initial wave of attacks, centered in the II 
Corps area, one day in advance of the others. Nha Trang, 
headquarters of the, U.S. I Field Force, was the first to be 
hit, shortly after midnight on January 30. Attacks on other 
major cities soon followed. At 1:35 A.M., a barrage of mor- 
tar and rocket fire slammed into Ban Me Thuot, followed 
by a ground assault by more than 2,000 enemy troops. At 
2:00 a.m., Kontum was struck by five enemy battalions. At 
2:55 A.M., Hoi An came under attack; at 3:30, the city and 
air base at Da Nang; at 4:10, Qui Nhon; at 4:40, Pleiku. 

At Military Assistance Command headquariers at Tan 
Son Nhut air base outside Saigon, Brigadier General Phil- 
lip B. Davidson, chief of MACV intelligence, scrutinized 
the reports coming in from the north. "This is going to hap- 
pen in the rest of the country tonight or tomorrow morn- 
ing,” he told General Westmoreland. Westmoreland 
agreed, but with half of his combat forces concentrated in 
I Corps and the other half already stretched thin, he was 
not in a position to make ony rapid redeployments. He 
was also unwilling to do so, since he regarded the city at- 
tacks as secondary to the enemy's main effort. Instead he 
immediately dispatched an order placing all U.S. troops 
on maximum alert. 

Aside from the purely military realities, Westmoreland 
had to take into account a number of delicate political 
considerations. He had repeatedly urged South Vietnam- 
ese President Nguyen Van Thieu to cancel the Tet 
cease-fire altogether, but Thieu had demurred, claiming 
that it would damage ARVN morale and only benefit 
enemy propagandists. Thieu did agree to reduce the offi- 
cial cease-fire to thirty-six hours, but he also authorized 
holiday leaves for half of all ARVN troops. As a gesture of 
American confidence and at the insistence of the GVN, 
protection of the cities, including Saigon, had been en- 
trusted to South Vietnamese forces. If, as Westmoreland 
expected, the attacks of January 30 were repeated else- 
where the following night, those understrength forces 
would bear the brunt of the fighting. The American com- 
mander could only wait and hope that the South Vietnam- 
ese would prove equal to the task. 

The forewarning provided by the first attacks thus went 
largely unheeded. The GVN canceled the rest of the 
cease-fire but President Thieu himself did not return to 
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Saigon, preferring to remain with his wife's family in My 
Tho. While some ARVN commanders responded to the 
cancellation with precautionary measures—contining 
troops to barracks, tightening security, limiting access 
routes into the towns—others greeted the news with casual 
disregard. Many thought it simply incredible that the 
enemy could be so bold, or foolish, as to attempt to seize 
the cities. 

As a result, the second, and much larger, wave of at- 
tacks that swept across South Vietnam during the early 
morning of January 31 once again found allied forces un- 
prepared. “The surprise,” ARVN Colonel Hoang Ngoc 
Lung recalled, "was total.” In I Corps Communist troops 
penetrated in strength into Quang Tri City, Tem Ky, and 
Hue, in addition to attacking the U.S. military installations 
at Phu Bai and Chu Lai. In II Corps they followed up the 
previous night's attacks with assaults on Tuy Hoa, Phan 
Thiet, and the American bases at Bong Son and An Khe. 
In III Corps the principal targets lay within the Capital 
Military Zone of Saigon and outlying Gia Dinh Province, 
although major attacks were also directed against ARVN 
Corps headquarters at Bien Hoa and U.S. II Field Force 
headquarters at Long Binh. In IV Corps, where U.S. forces 
served largely in an advisory capacity to the South Viet- 
namese, fighting was particularly fierce as the VC struck 
Vinh Long, My Tho, Can Tho, and Ben Tre, as well as vir- 
tually every other provincial and district capital in the Me- 
kong Delta. 

Although the size of the attacking forces varied, every- 
where the pattern was similar. Behind a shield of mortar 
and rocket fire, highly trained VC sappers spearheaded 
the assaults. Once inside the cities the commandos linked 
up with troops that had previously infiltrated and with lo- 
cal sympathizers, who often acted as guides. As they 
moved toward predetermined objectives—the local radio 
station, the prison or POW camp, the local ARVN and pro- 
vincial headquarters—Main-Force reinforcements fol- 
lowed. Other units stayed behind to interdict LOCs or pin 
down allied reaction forces. Frequently the soldiers were 
accompanied by political cadres who exhorted the popu- 
lace by bullhorn to join in the “uprising” against the "dic- 
tatorial Thieu-Ky regime,” staged demonstrations of sup- 
port for the NLF, and in some instances combed the streets 
for suspected “enemies of the people.” 

Overall the Communist offensive was, in the words of 
Brigadier General John Chaisson, “surprisingly well- 
coordinated, surprisingly intensive, and launched with a 
surprising amount of audacity.” Yet for all their boldness 
and intensity, the attacks were in many places poorly exe- 
cuted, inadequately supported, and extraordinarily costly. 
At Nha Trang the opening volley of mortar rounds missed 
the target, the Vietnamese Naval Training Center, and the 
follow-up ground assault was delayed for an hour and a 
half. After fourteen hours government forces declared the 
city clear and reported 377 enemy killed, 77 captured, and 








Shielding his ears from the a of war, a child runs for cover during the en attack on Da Nang, one of the first cities 


lo be struck during the Tet offensive. 


l surrendered. At Pleiku the VC H-15 Local Force Battal- 
ion was ordered to proceed alone when the NVA 95B 
Regiment failed to arrive at a rendezvous point, and the 
battalion suffered heavy casualties at the hands of an 
ARVN armored unit. By February 3, when the battle of 
Pleiku officially ended, Communist losses included 632 
killed, 182 captured, and 189 weapons forfeited to the 
allies. 

Nor were these the only problems. Because they were 
often unfamiliar with the cities they invaded, some Com- 
munist troops became disoriented and failed to fulfill their 
missions. In Saigon several Vietcong suspects were ap- 
prehended atter asking for directions to their assigned tar- 
gets; another young recruit, separated from his unit, was 
found sitting on a curbstone, weeping. Other units, upon 
attaining their objectives, became immobilized or were 
forced to retreat for lack of follow-up orders. 

Perhaps the most crucial determinant of the relative 
success or failure of Communist efforts, however, was the 
performance of the Armed Forces of the Republic of Viet- 
nam. While some units responded courageously to the 
assaults, exceeding American expectations, others were 








tentative and disorganized. There was no concerted resis- 
tance whatsoever to the attack at Chau Doc, and at Vinh 
Long elements of an ARVN armored cavalry detachment 
became involved in a ferocious firefight with their own 
River Assault Group boats stationed in the Vinh Long 
River. Contrary to the Communist boasts, there were few 
ARVN defections to the enemy side, although in several 
cities there were reports of South Vietnamese soldiers re- 
moving their uniforms when the fighting broke out. A more 
common problem was their frequent unwillingness to 
counterattack the enemy aggressively. Time and again, 
artillery, armor, and air strikes had to be called in to dis- 
lodge small enemy contingents from entrenched positions. 
Since the forces initially reacting to the raids were often 
ad hoc collections of Regional Force and Popular Force 
companies, headquarters companies, and other units that 
happened to be stationed in the vicinity, leadership was a 
decisive factor. In Da Lat, site of the ARVN military acad- 
emy, the deputy province chief defended the town for sev- 
eral days with two undermanned RF companies, a com- 
pany of freshman cadets, and several unidentified 
American soldiers who were visiting a local brothel when 
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Counterattack. A 
bomb dropped by a 
South Vietnamese 
A1-E Skyraider 
explodes on 
Communist-held 
positions in Da Lat 
| several days after 
the initial Tet 
attacks. 


the fighting broke out. At Can Tho, on the other hand, IV 
Corps commander Major General Nguyen Van Manh 
barricaded himself inside his heavily fortified mansion for 
several days while his American military advisers took 
over. 

By the end of the first week of fighting most towns were 
once again secure, though Communist forces continued to 
hold on in at least a dozen places, including Saigon. There 
enemy forces made a determined stand, tenaciously cling- 
ing to sections of the city against an increasingly strong 
allied counterattack. 


War comes to Saigon 





A teeming metropolis of more than 2 million people on the 
eve of Tet 1968, Saigon was a city shaped by the pressures 
of war. The effects were everywhere evident: in the 
sprawling tenements of Cholon and other impoverished 
districts swollen by hundreds of thousands of refugees 
from the countryside; in the profusion of concrete and steel 
structures built by the Americans; in the hotels jammed 
with foreign correspondents; in the streets bustling with 
French and American cars, American soldiers on leave, 
and government officials at work; and in the rickety South 
Vietnamese economy, so grossly inflated that shoe-shine 
boys could earn as much as ARVN officers, and 
black-market profiteers could live like feudal barons. 

If it was a city nourished by wor, it was also a city rela- 
tively insulated from the bloodshed that had consumed the 
surrounding countryside. Aside from occasional incidents 
of small-scale terrorism during more than twenty years of 
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civil strife, the Communists had done little to disturb the 
sense of security enjoyed by most Saigonese. Defended by 
some ten ARVN battalions as well as 17,000 members of 
the National Police, and encircled by a series of major 
American command centers, airfields, and combat bases, 
the capital seemed invulnerable to serious attack. Even 
the news of the city attacks on Tet eve did not cause much 
concern. On January 31, 1968, most people in Saigon went 
about their traditional holiday business, visiting relatives 
and friends and feasting on squid, sugar cane, and rice 
wine. 

Not surprisingly, the Communists made a major com- 
mitment to the assault on Saigon and its densely popu- 
lated environs. Attacking from the north, the west, and the 
south, North Vietnamese General Tran Do, one of the 
highest-ranking officials in COSVN, hurled thirty-five bat- 
talions into battle. Leading the attacks were 250 men and 
women of the elite Vietcong C-10 Sapper Battalion, all na- 
tive Saigonese, whose mission was to take and hold the 
presidential palace, the United States Embassy, the Na- 
tional Radio Station, and other principal targets. Behind 
them stood some four to five thousand local force troops, 
most of whom had infiltrated the city in the days just prior 
to Tet. Outside the city the Communists created a ring of 
fire: the Vietcong Sth Division hit the giant U.S. and Viet- 
namese bases at Long Binh and Bien Hoa; the NVA 7th 
Division attacked the U.S. 1st Infantry Division at Lai Khe 
cmd ARVN Sth Division headquarters; the Vietcong 9th Di- 
vision struck the headquarters of the U.S. 25th Infantry Di- 
vision at Cu Chi. The plan was simple. As forces inside the 
city seized key military and government installations, par- 


alyzing the capacity of the allies to react effectively, forces 
outside the city would disrupt LOCs and neutralize poten- 
tial allied reinforcements. Success, however, required the 
efficient coordination of an intricate series of independent 
operations, beginning with raids by the commandos of the 
redoubtable C-10 (see map, below). 

It was 1:30 a.m. when thirteen men and one woman of 
the C-10 arrived at the staff entrance of the presidential 
palace on Nguyen Du Street. Shouting “Open the palace 
gates! We are the Liberation Army!” the sappers blasted 
the gate with B40 rockets and attempted to crash through. 
Met immediately by automatic-weapons fire from palace 
security, they retreated to an unfinished apartment build- 
ing across the street, killing two American MPs who had 
rushed to the scene and seizing their M60 machine gun. 
During the next two days a running gun battle ensued, as 
ARVN troops, U.S. MPs, and the National Police attempted 
to root out the enemy while American TV cameras re- 
corded the action. In the end, all of the commandos were 
either killed or captured. 

An hour later and three blocks away, another platoon 
of the C-10 Battalion struck the United States Embassy. 
Like the presidential palace, the embassy had been se- 
lected as a target primarily because of its symbolic signifi- 
cance. First opened in September 1967, the $2.6 million 
six-story chancery building loomed over much of central 
Saigon as a constant reminder of American presence, 
prestige, and power. As protection against attack, the 
chancery had been encased in a concrete rocket shield 
that overlapped shatterproof Plexiglas windows, and the 
entire embassy compound had been surrounded by an 
eight-foot-high wall. 

With all its fortifications, the embassy was minimally 
defended. Besides the two army MPs at the main gate, 
SP4 Daniel and PFC Sebast, only three marine security 
guards were assigned to the compound on the night of the 
attack—one more than usual because of the heightened 
state of alert. As the Vietcong commandos breached the 
wall and gunned down the MPs, two of the marine 
guards, Sergeant Ronald W. Harper and Corporal 
George B. Zahuranic, rushed across the central lobby of 
the chancery building and heaved shut its huge teak 
doors. Moments later an antitank rocket tore through the 
lobby and exploded, seriously wounding Zahuranic and 
knocking Harper to the floor. Two more rockets followed. 
Certain that the enemy would penetrate the building mo- 
mentarily, Harper grabbed his .38, a twelve-gauge shot- 
gun, and a Beretta submachine gun and stared at the 
doors, waiting, he thought, to die. 

At his post on the roof of the chancery, the third marine 
guard, Sergeant Rudy A. Soto, Jr., entertained similarly 
grim thoughts. His shotgun had jammed when the sappers 
first entered the compound, and he soon expended all six 
shots from his 38. Now defenseless, he radioed Harper 
and Zahurcmic. There was no response. Assuming that 


they had been killed and that he would be next, Soto ra- | 


dioed security headquarters that the VC were probably in 
the building. 


Soto was wrong. Perhaps because Daniel and Sebast | 


killed the leaders of the enemy unit during the initial ex- | 


change of fire, the VC never penetrated the chancery 
building. Instead the sappers wandered aimlessly about 
the embassy grounds, eventually taking cover as addi- 
tional American forces arrived on the scene. By morning, 
when a thirty-six-man detachment of the U.S. 101st Air- 
borne Division landed on the rooftop helipad of the chan- 
cery, all nineteen commandos had been killed or cap- 
tured. At 9:15 A.M., six-and-a-half hours after the assault 
began, the embassy was declared secure. 

Better organized, and of more immediate tactical signif- 
icance, was the attack directed against the National Radio 
Station. Shortly before 3:00 a.m. on February 1, a convoy of 
jeeps and Toyota sedans pulled up in front of the station 
and discharged twenty VC sappers, all of them disguised 
as South Vietnamese riot police. Their mission was to seize 
the station and, with the aid of a North Vietnamese radio 
specialist, to broadcast tapes announcing the General Up- 
rising and proclaiming the liberation of Saigon. Although 
they succeeded in blasting their way into the compound, 
their plans were thwarted when a government technician 
signaled the night crew at the transmitter site fourteen 
miles away to shut down the lines to the downtown studio. 
Upon realizing what had happened, the sappers ram- 
paged through the main control room and destroyed its 
sophisticated equipment. Several hours later a company 
of ARVN paratroopers arrived and, after setting the sta- 
tion on fire, shot the invaders as they attempted to flee. 

Just north of the city, around 3:00 A.M., a heavy barrage 
of rocket and mortar fire thundered into Tan Son Nhut air 
base, site of MACV headquarters and the U.S. 7th Air 
Force, initiating the most massive attack of the night. As 
clouds of black smoke billowed hundreds of feet into the 
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Battle of Saigon 





Above. Crouching behind a makeshift 
street barricade, South Vietnamese 
troops fire on Communist positions in 
Cholon on February 7. 


Firemen fight a blaze set by ARVN 
troops to rout the enemy from the Na- 
tional Radio Station on January 31. 
Members of the elite VC C-10 Sapper 
Battalion lie dead outside the building. 


Right. Saigon in flames. Parachute illu- 
mination flares descend over a gutted 
section of the capital. 











American MPs 
close in on the last 
enemy sappers 
trapped inside the 
U.S, Embassy 
compound during 
the VC raid on 
January 31. Beside 
them lie two 
American soldiers 
killed earlier in the 
fighting. 


One of the few 
survivors of the 
attack on the 
embassy, a VC 
guerrilla is led 
away for 
interrogation. 
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air, three enemy battalions simultaneously assaulted the 
perimeter from the west, north, and east. Approaching 
from the west across a mined field, one Communist contin- 
gent overran an ARVN outpost and advanced 200 meters 
inside the fence before meeting stiff resistance from two 
companies of the ARVN 8th Airborne Battalion. Dressed in 
full battle gear, the ARVN troops had been waiting in the 
terminal for transport to I Corps when the fighting unex- 
pectedly broke out. Their flight had been delayed. 

Meanwhile, the 3d Armored Squadron of the U.S. 25th 
Infantry Division raced from its base at Cu Chi toward the 
beleaguered airfield, flares dropped from the com- 
mander's control helicopter lighting the way. Arriving at 
6:00 a.m., the squadron's tanks attacked from the rear, 
compelling enemy forces to retreat to the nearby Vina- 
texco textile mill, which served as the Communist com- 
mand post for the attack on Tan Son Nhut. Several hours 
later, allied jets and helicopter gunships, dodging flak 
from anticircraft guns mounted on the roof, swooped in 
and pummeled the factory. One hundred sixty-two bodies 
were later found inside. 

Other major targets hit during the night included the 
South Vietnamese Joint General Statf headquarters, Navy 
headquarters, Armored Command headquarters, and Ar- 
tillery Command headquarters. In each case the attacks 
failed. At the JGS compound, one Vietcong unit arrived 
five hours late for what was to have been a coordinated 
attack and then seized the wrong building. At Navy head- 
quarters, Communist reinforcements were stranded on the 
far side of the river when an initial assault force failed to 
capture several boats docked along a nearby quay. At 
Armored Command and Artillery Command headquar- 
ters on the northern edge of the city, plans to commandeer 
South Vietnamese tanks and howitzers evaporated when 
the enemy discovered that the tanks had been moved to 
another base and that the breech locks had been removed 
from the artillery. 

In other parts of the city, small VC squads fanned out 
and attacked numerous officers’ and enlisted men’s billets, 
the homes of ARVN officers, and district police stations. 
Other units pursued more political assignments. Carrying 
“blacklists” bearing the names of ARVN officers, civil 
servants, and others connected to the GVN, armed cadres 
conducted house-to-house searches through residential 
quarters of the city. As one civilian witness recalled: 


They guarded the street, checked houses and ID cards, and for- 
bade us to leave. Soldiers on leave were arrested and shot on 
the spot.... Ordinary people weren't arrested, but weren't al- 
lowed to leave the area. 


To demonstrate their power, the Vietcong herded people 
into the streets for group criticism sessions to discuss past 
“crimes” against the NLF, conducted ritual burnings of the 
GVN flag, and held "people's courts" to decide the fate of 
suspected "traitors." Repeatedly, they proclaimed their 


ability and intention to attack Saigon again and again un- 
til the city was “liberated.” 

“Liberation” was the last thing Westmoreland was wor- 
tied about. As he evaluated the telephone reports that 
flowed into his villa on Tran Quy Cap Street throughout 
the long night, the American commander soon concluded 
that the battle of Saigon would be short-lived. By morning, 
as much of the major fighting subsided, his confidence 
grew proportionally. Arriving at the U.S. Embassy com- 
pound five minutes after it had been pronounced secure, 
he strode through a crowd of reporters and inspected the 
damaged buildings and grounds. Minutes later he re- 
turned and told a startled press corps that “the enemy's 
well-laid plans went afoul.” | 

At a press briefing later that day, Westmoreland elabo- 
rated. The attacks on the cities, he asserted, had been 
launched as a “diversion” for the “main effort” soon to 
come in 1 Corps. The following day, February 1, he modi- | 
fied his position, stating, first, that the Tet offensive repre- | 
sented only the second phase of a three-phase campaign 
that had begun with the border battles of the previous fall | 
and would culminate in a major drive in Quang Tri and | 
Thua Thien provinces, and second, that each successive 
phase was diversionary for the one that followed. Charac- 
terizing the current phase as an “all-or-nothing” proposi- | 
tion and noting that the Communists had already lost 5,800 
killed, Westmoreland concluded that the enemy offensive | 
“is about to run out of steam.” 





Early assessments 


Back in Washington, Westmoreland's sanguine appraisal 
proved reassuring to his troubled and weary commander 
in chief. Already haunted by the possibility of a major U.S. | 
defeat at Khe Sanh and further shaken by North Korea's | 
seizure on January 23 of the U.S. intelligence ship Pueblo, | 
Lyndon Baines Johnson didn't need any more bad news. 
Neither did the American people. At a White House press 
conference on February 2, President Johnson announced 
that the Tet offensive was a “complete failure.” “We have | 
known for some time that this offensive was planned by | 
the enemy," he asserted. "The ability to do what they have | 
done has been anticipated, prepared for, and met.” Not | 
only had Communist forces suffered staggering losses, | 
now estimated at more than 10,000 killed, but the vaunted 
General Uprising had not taken place. He also sounded a | 
note of caution. "The situation is a fluid one," and all of the 
"facts" were not yet in. The third phase of the Communist 
campcign--"a massive attack” across the demilitarized 
zone in the area of Khe Sanh—was "imminent." “I dont 
want to prophesy on what is going to happen, or why," 
President Johnson said. "We feel reasonably sure of our 
strength." 

The president had good reason to temper his optimism. 
Reports from the war zone painted an incomplete, and at 
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| times confusing, picture of the situation. By all accounts 


the pacification program had suffered a grievous setback, 
as Revolutionary Development teams evacuated the coun- 
tryside with the onset of the attacks. It would probably 


| take six months, the president was informed, to regain the 


ground that had been lost. As for the GVN, the prompt 
declaration of martial law by President Thieu had helped 
to restore order, but many American officials doubted the 
government's ability to sustain its efforts and rally the na- 
tion behind it. Assessments of the performance of the South 
Vietnamese armed forces were similarly mixed. The 
American command was clearly encouraged by the fact 
that the South Vietnamese, in most cases operating at 
half-strength, had not collapsed. But there were also nu- 
merous reports of deficient leadership, poor troop dis- 
cipline, and above all, excessive reliance on American 
firepower. 

The damage to civilian property in some towns was 
enormous. An estimated 50 percent of the provincial capi- 
tal of Pleiku was destroyed during the fighting; 45 percent 
of the town of Ben Tre; 25 percent of Vinh Long and Ban 
Me Thuot; and 20 percent of Da Lat. While the total cost of 
the devastation is impossible to determine, estimates run 
into the hundreds of millions of dollars. 

Equally difficult to gauge, and far more crucial in the 
long run, was the impact on the South Vietnamese civilian 
population. All told, the battles of Tet generated more than 
half a million new refugees, in addition to an estimated 
36,000 to 38,000 civilian casualties (14,000 killed, 20-22,000 
wounded). Everywhere there were shortages of food and 
water, medicine and hospital beds, building materials 
and coffins. While many urban dwellers blamed the Com- 
munists and accepted the necessity of the allied bombings 
and shellings, others did not. Angry that the allies had not 
provided adequate protection against the invaders in the 
first place, they bitterly criticized the government for the 
destruction of their homes. Looting by South Vietnamese 
soldiers in the aftermath of some battles only compounded 
their distress. 

Nowhere was the ordeal of the cities more painfully vis- 
ible than in the continuing battle of Saigon. In the wake of 
the night attacks of January 31, some 10,000 South Viet- 
namese soldiers and National Police began to move 
against “pockets of enemy resistance” in what were offi- 
cially described as “mopping up operations.” In a number 
of districts, however, Communist forces proved far more 
resilient than anticipated. Striking at night and mingling 
with the civilian population by day, they managed to frus- 
trate all efforts to dislodge them until, on February 4, the 
allies unleashed the full fury of their firepower on enemy 
strongholds. In the days that followed, American F-100 
jets and South Vietnamese A-1 Skyraiders pounded some 
of the more heavily populated sections of Saigon after the 
government told the residents to flee their homes or risk 
death. Particularly hard hit was the Chinese district of 
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Cholon, where the Communists had set up a central com- 
mand post and field hospital at the Phu Tho racetrack. 
Day after day, the methodical destruction of Cholon con- 
tinued, adding to the toll of refugees and civilian casu- 
alties, and horrifying a worldwide audience that watched 
it on television. Eventually the enemy was eliminated from 
Saigon, but not before the U.S. Army 199th Light Infantry 
Brigade was called in on February 10 to secure, once and 
for all, the Phu Tho racetrack. 

By the time the bloody battle of Saigon came to a close, 
President Johnson was in a truculent mood. Outraged by 
the Communists’ “deception” and “lack of concern for the 
basic elements that appeal to human beings," and equally 
angered by mounting criticism of U.S. war policy in the 
press, he had made it clear that he did not intend to yield. 
He told his senior advisers that “all options” should be 
considered, including an extension of enlistments, a 
call-up of the reserves, a troop increase in Vietnam, and 
even a declaration of war. 

Yet for all his bravado, the president seemed reluctant 
to commit himself to any specific course of action until all 
of the facts were clear. There were many questions yet to 
be answered, including the all-importemt question of 
enemy intentions. On February 4 the ambassador to South 
Vietnam, Ellsworth Bunker, had reported to the president 
that there were two possible interpretations of “the motives 
and purposes of Hanoi and the Front” in staging the Tet 
offensive. “Were they prepared to suffer these tremendous 
casualties in order to gain a psychological and propa- 
ganda victory” in South Vietnam by demonstrating the 
weakness of the GVN and thus strengthening their posi- 
tion in future negotiations for a coalition government? “Or 
is this part of a longer Winter-Spring offensive” designed 
“to score some major victory” that “might create adverse 
psychological reactions in the United States and thus a 
change in policy?” Bunker told Johnson that he was per- 
sonally "inclined to the former theory” and "Thieu ex- 
pressed similar views." 

The president, however, was clearly inclined to the lat- 
ter view. Relying on the judgment of his field commander, 
he fully expected the Communists to launch the "third 
phase" of their campaign at any moment, in the hope of 
achieving a "major victory” that would sap America's will 
to fight. By the second week of February 1968, as fighting 
sputtered out in the south, the attention of the president 
and of the American people shifted north to 1 Corps, 
where 6,000 U.S. Marines at Khe Sanh shuddered under 
the impact of incessant North Vietnamese shelling, steel- 
ing themselves for the onset of what they were told could 
be the most decisive battle of the war; where other ma- 
rines fought house-to-house and street-by-street in an ef- 
fort to bring down the fledgling “revolutionary people's 
government” of the city of Hue; and where the outcome of 
the Tet offensive seemed to hang in the balance. 
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Ben Tre, February 1968. “It became necessary to destroy the town in order to save it," a U.S. Army 


journalist Peter Arnett. 








Order 
oí Battle 





In the fall of 1967, one simple question 
reverberated in corridors from Washing- 
ton to Saigon's Pentagon East: Who is 
winning the war? In a conflict without 
clear territorial objectives, President John- 
son, Congress, and the public pressured 
General Westmoreland for statistical evi- 
dence that America and its allies were 
killing more of the enemy than could be 
thrown into battle. As more American 
troops prepared to join the 450,000 al- 
ready in Vietnam, final meetings were 
scheduled in Saigon in September to 
hammer out an official intelligence esti- 
mate, one that would inevitably be used 
to gauge the effectiveness of the Ameri- 
can strategy of attrition. 

Who is winning? Seemingly a simple 
question, a matter of adding up enemy 
forces, subtracting the number killed, and 
determining the “cross-over point” when 
allied forces would finally kill more Viet- 
cong and North Vietnamese than were 
being replenished through recruitment 
and conscription. But that tabulation pro- 
cedure, beginning with the breakdown of 
Communist forces known as the 


enemy 
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“order of battle” (OB), was fraught with 
the inherent ambiguities of separating 
soldiers from citizens in a “people's war.” 
Should a twelve-year-old peasant boy 
who plants land mines and acts as a 
scout for local VC troops be counted as 
part of the enemy's "combat potential”? 
What about this boy's sixty-year-old 
grandmother: For sheltering and feeding 
guerrillas should she be counted among 
“support troops” equivalent to American 
cooks and maintenance men at Cam 
Ranh Bay? Strong differences of opinion 
over the number and importance of politi- 
cal cadres and part-time guerrillas ex- 
isted among the military and civilian 
analysts charged with enemy strength 
estimation. 

In 1967, MACV and the CIA argued 
bitterly over the new Special National In- 
telligence Estimate that would measure in 
relatively “hard” numbers allied progress 
in the destruction of the Vietcong military 
and political apparatus. Operations Ce- 
dar Falls and Junction City set the stage 
for the statistical showdown that would 
come during September's interagency 
meeting in Saigon. During these huge 
search and destroy operations, over a 
million pages of captured documents 
were sent on their way to intelligence au- 
thorities. Order of battle experts at CIA 
headquarters in Langley, who suspected 
that VC “irregulars” had been under- 
estimated in the past by their counter- 
parts at MACV, found their higher figures 
confirmed by the document windfall. In a 
May 1967 memo to Secretary of Defense 
McNamara, the CIA estimated that over- 
all Communist strength, including “irreg- 
ulars,” might lie in the neighborhood of 
500,000—nearly double earlier estimates. 

Officers at the order of battle section of 
MACV's intelligence arm, who had pre- 
viously estimated total enemy strength at 
well below 300,000, were also shocked by 
the new evidence. In a briefing for Gen- 
eral Westmoreland in May, OB expert 
Colonel Gains Hawkins suggested that as 
many as 200,000 guerrillas, irregulars, 


and political cadres had been overlooked 
in the past. The CIA figure was, in effect, 
seconded by experts at MACV. 

General Westmoreland was gravely 
concerned about the public impact of the 
new estimate. “What am I going to tell the 
press?” he asked Hawkins, “What am 1 
going to tell the Congress? What am I go- 
ing to tell the President?” Major General 
Joseph McChristian, then chief of military 
intelligence, Vietnam, and Hawkins's su- 
perior, recalled, “I had the definite im- 
pression that if he sent those figures back 
to Washington, it would create a political 
bombshell.” 

According to Hawkins, General West- 
moreland ordered him to “take another 
look” at the new figures. Hawkins under- 
stood the order to mean that a bottom- 
line number measuring total Communist 
strength in South Viemam should not 
greatly exceed the previous MACV esti- 
mate: MACV should not appear, in other 
words, to be losing the war of attrition. In 
McChristian’s view, the new figures 
showed exactly that. “The North Vietnam- 
ese and the Vietcong had the capability 
and the will to continue a protracted war 
of attrition,” he said. 

Colonel Hawkins returned to the 
sprawling Combined Intelligence Center 
at Tan Son Nhut and, in his own words, 
“arbitrarily reduced the damn figures.” 
As rosters of VC strength in the MACV 
estimate were cut, Hawkins recalled, 
analysts below him were “looking a little 
askance at me.” Because of what Haw- 
kins describes as the “acute conscious- 
ness of a ceiling,” cynicism pervaded the 
estimates shop at Tan Son Nhut. 

Before MACV and the CIA met in Sai- 
gon in September to discuss a compro- 
mise position between their now radically 
different estimates, Brigadier General 
Phillip Davidson had replaced General 
McChristian as senior MACV intelligence 
officer and immediately gave Hawkins's 
new estimate a rationale. According to 
Davidson, the increase in the OB sug- 
gested by Hawkins and the CIA had 


been based on an exaggerated ap- 
praisal of the military significance of VC 
supporters organized into “seli-defense” 
militia. These male and female VC sym- 
pathizers, many unarmed and poorly 
trained, took up duties of fortification 
building, village defense, and observation 
of allied force movements. Since 
self-defense cadres did not leave their 
home areas, worked only part-time, and 
were unavailable for mobile operations, 
MACV reasoned, they could not be con- 
sidered a combat force. The paradox that 
their death in combat was incorporated 
into the body count was ignored. 

The CIA's George Allen, deputy assis- 
tant director for Vietnamese affairs, dis- 
agreed with the MACV approach to the 
militia. “They were the ones that am- 
bushed our forces when they would enter 
VC-controlled areas. They were the ones 
who booby trapped.” Pointing out that the 
militia helped the populace build punji- 
stakes and other incapacitating devices, 
which accounted for over halt of Ameri- 
can casualties in the Da Nang area 
alone, Allen concluded that, nationwide, 
“the sell-defense militia were responsible 
for a large portion of our casualties” amd 
should be included in the official order of 
battle. 

MACV analysts challenged this view, 
and a MACV spokesman gave a briefing 
to the press in which he characterized the 
militia as "essentially low level fifth col- 
ummists, used for information collection. 
Although they cause some casualties and 
some damage, they do not form a valid 
part of the enemy's military force.” The 
briefing incensed the CIA officers present, 
who felt it to be a conscious effort on the 
part of the MACV to understate the diffi- 
culties faced by troops in the field. The 
CINCPAC representative to the Septem- 
ber meeting in Saigon expressed the view 
of many participants when he com- 
plained about the elimination of “cat and 
dog units." It “sent me into shock when I 
saw these units being crossed off. You 
can't on the one hand say these people 


who put in the punji-stakes and who 
planted the bombs and so on weren't ac- 
tually part of a military force and turn 
around in the next breath and say, ‘We 
can't go around shooting civilians.’ " 

With the embattled MACV delegates 
standing firm on the deletion of support 
personnel, and with CIA represeniatives, 
especially intelligence specialist Samuel 
Adams, crying foul play, the conference 
was sorely in need of high-level media- 
tion. Enter George Carver, CIA deputy 
director for Vietnamese affairs. After 
consultation with CIA Director Richard 
Helms and Ambassador Bunker, Carver 
arranged a private meeting with West- 
moreland. On the third day of the confer- 
ence, the two men examined the nature of 
the controversy, which included disagree- 
ments over the counting of administrative 
service units, guerrillas, and political 
cadres. It was Carver who devised the fi- 
nal compromise: The CIA would drop its 
insistence on including these units in the 
final quantification of the order of battle if 
the dratters of the final document would 
“describe in prose what we're talking 
about and what order of magnitude 
we're thinking of.” 

When Carver returned to the confer- 
ence table on the same day of his morn- 
ing meeting with Westmoreland, he pre- 
sented the compromise to the assembled 
delegates. “At that point six colonels 
jumped up,” Carver recollected, “and 
said, ‘No, no, absolutely impossible. Gen- 
eral Westmorelamd would never accept 
that.’ And I said, ‘Well, that's interesting, 
because he just did—five minutes ago.’ " If 
the MACV analysts were taken aback, 
CIA delegates favoring the higher num- 
ber for total enemy strength were ap- 
palled. While Carver claimed that techni- 
cal problems associated with producing 
a bottom-line number would be judi- 
ciously addressed by means of a prose 
insert in the final report, others claimed 
that the essential problem with the dis- 
puted higher figure was not so much 
technical as political. George Allen laid 


the responsibility for the CIA’s apparent 
capitulation to MACV at the feet of the di- 
rector. Allen says, “The feeling was, natu- 
rally, that it was a political problem, that 
he [Helms] didn't want the agency ... to 
be perceived as persisting in a line which 
was contravening the policy interest of 
the administration.” 

In late September, an “eyes-only” 
cable from Westmoreland, Bunker, and 
Bunker's assistant for pacification, Robert 
Komer, to presidential aide Walt Rostow 
underscored the political sensitivity of the 
estimate. “We have been projecting an 
image of success over the recent months. 
The self-defense militia must be removed 
[from the OB], or the newsmen will imme- 
diately seize on the point that the enemy 
force has increased.” Westmoreland was 
concerned, on the basis of experience, 
that the abstruse controversy over intel- 
ligence methods would be lost on the 
press. They would report a large increase 
in enemy forces inconsistent with the rela- 
tive decline in guerrilla activity in the 
early fall. In another cable, however, Am- 
bassador Bunker reemphasized the 
media issue. “Given the overriding need 
to demonstrate our progress in grinding 
down the enemy,” Bunker wrote, “it is es- 
sential that we not drag too many red 
herrings across the trail. ... The credi- 
bility gap is such that we don't want to 
end up conveying the opposite of what 
we intend.” 

When the Special National In- 
telligence Estimate was issued on Novem- 
ber 13, 1967, the Carver compromise 
stuck. Militia units were listed as “not 
quantified,” and the CIA appended its 
views on their importance to the Com- 
munist war effort. But the bottom-line 
figure did not contradict Westmoreland's 
pronouncement in the fall of 1967 that 
“whereas in 1965 the enemy was win- 
ning, today he is certainly losing.” 
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In om informal meeting with General West- 
morelend during the Honolulu conference of Feb- 
ruary 1966, President Johnsen asked his field 
commender what he weuld de next if he were 
the enemy. His respense was immediate and 
succinct: “Capture Hue.” 

“To come to that conclusion,” the general later 
remarked, “required little perspicacity.” The før- 
mer imperial capital of a united Vietnam and the 
current capital of Thua Thien Province, for more 
than a century the center ef Vietnamese religious 
ond cultural life, Hue was a city rich in historical, 
symbolic, and strategic significence. "Taking it." 
Westmoreland pointed out, “would have a pro- 


found psychelegical impact en the Vietnamese in 


both the North and the South, emd in the process 


poa 


the North Vietnamese might seize the two north- 


em pre inces as bargaining points in emy nego- 
zut c off from the rest of South Vietnam 








ing emy major harbors or ports, Quang Tri and Thua 


. Thien provinces posed "serious defensive problems” for 








allied forces. Losing them, the American commander 
feared, might well mean losing the war. 

That the Communists attached equal importance to the 
two northern provinces was demonstrated by their estab- 
lishment of a “Tri-Thien Front” controlled directly from 
North Vietnam, rather than indirectly through the Central 
Office of South Vietnam (COSVN). Proximity to North Viet- 
nam meant shorter lines of communication, supply, and in- 
filtration, making it possible for NVA forces to put unre- 
lenting pressure on allied defenses. Beginning in 
mid-1966, when NVA troops first began to infiltrate across 
the DMZ in battalion and even division strength, the 
Quang Tri-Thua Thien area became the site of a series of 
major yet inconclusive confrontations between American 
and North Vietnamese forces. Until 1968, however, the 
Communists had made little headway in their effort to 
gain control of the region or to capture the prize that Gen- 
eral Westmoreland sought to deny them, the city of Hue. 

Dominated by the massive Imperial Citadel of the 
Nguyen emperors, renowned for its elegant boulevards 
and pagodas, and inhabited by a cultured and cosmopoli- 
tan population, Hue was the most exotic city in Vietnam. It 
was also considered to be among the most secure. Al- 
though in recent years Hue had become a cradle of popu- 
lar discontent with the Saigon government, GVN officials 
and ARVN officers continued to offer substantial bribes for 
assignment there. An island of peace in a nation wracked 
by war, Hue, on the eve of Tet 1968, was supremely unpre- 
pared for the tragedy that was about to enguli it. 


Red flag over the Citadel 


Toward the end of January several allied intelligence 
agencies uncovered evidence of a possible Communist as- 
sault on the city. On January 22, General Westmoreland 
had cabled Washington that the enemy might be pre- 
paring to launch a multibattalion attack, but for some rea- 
son the alert never reached military authorities in Hue it- 
self. A second warning came on January 28, when an 
American military adviser assigned just east of the city re- 
ported that three Communist battalions had apparently 
left their mountain base camps and moved into his low- 
land area. Because the adviser was reputed to be an ex- 
cessive worrier, however, intelligence analysts in Hue dis- 
counted the uncorroborated report. On January 30, the eve 
of Tet, the U.S. radio intercept station at Phu Bai picked up 
a flurry of Communist radio signals, a clear indication of 
increased enemy activity in the area. The information was 
then sent to Da Nang regional headquarters for posting 








Preceding page. U.S. Marines fire on enemy positions inside 
the Imperial Citadel in late February during the final stages 
of the battle of Hue. 
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and analysis. By the time the word reached Hue, it was al- 
ready too late. 

A thick, low fog blanketed the city when the barrage 
began at 3:40 a.m. on January 31, signaling the moment of 
attack for the Communist troops who had been impatiently 
waiting in the chill night air. As 122mm rockets shrieked 
into the Imperial Citadel on the north bank of the River of 
Perfumes, soldiers of the 800th and 802d battalions of the 
NVA 6th Regiment charged across lightly defended 
bridges and through the western gates of the huge ram- 
parts surrounding the fortress (see map, page 34). Moving 
swiftly but separately toward the headquarters of the 
ARVN lst Division inside the Citadel, the two battalions 
encountered little resistance until the 800th ran into the 
ARVN Black Panther Company at Tay Loc airfield. 
Alerted by the attacks in II Corps and Da Nang the pre- 
vious night, ARVN Ist Division commander Brigadier 
General Ngo Quang Truong had called upon the elite 
company to reinforce the headquarters compound and 
strategically positioned them at the eastern end of the run- 
way. Lacking cover, men of the NVA 800th were unable to 
traverse the airfield and moved south into the residential 
quarters of the Citadel. The 802d was initially more suc- 
cessful, briefly penetrating the ARVN compound before it, 
too, was hurled back by the Black Panthers. 

On the south bank of the river the Communists 
launched a simultaneous attack on the Hue headquarters 
of the U.S. Military Assistance Command, Vietnam—a con- 
verted three-story hotel surrounded by a high, brick wall. 
Striking from a rice field several blocks away, elements of 
the NVA 4th Regiment directed a continuous stream of 
rocket, mortar, and machine-gun fire against the com- 
pound but failed to breach its walls. Inside, a makeshift 
force of approximately 200 Americans struggled to repel 
the attackers, some of whom were so close that the de- 
fenders could hear the clink of mortar rounds dropping 
into tubes. 

Other Communist units swept through the streets of the 
city on both sides of the river, carrying out systematic as- 
saults on more than 200 specific targets, including Thua 
Thien Province headquarters, police stations, and houses 
occupied by American and GVN personnel. Outside the 
city two additional NVA battalions established blocking 
positions along Highway 1. 

As daylight broke and the fog began to lift, the 
gold-starred, blue-and-red flag of the NLF could be seen 
flying high over the Citadel, brashly proclaiming that the 
Communists controlled the city. The only pockets of allied 
resistance still remaining were the embattled MACV and 
ARVN Ist headquarters compounds, and their defenders 
could do little more than watch the enemy dig in and wait 
for reinforcements. 

Ironically, when news of the attack reached the U.S. 
Marine base at Phu Bai, eight miles southeast of Hue, it 
caused no great alarm. Believing that only a small enemy 





mme for a western photographer, a young North VELO aims a captured M 79 poem launcher from p CUIU ofa 
captured villa on the south bank of the Perfume River. 





force had penetrated the city, the marine command sent a 
single company to relieve the besieged American advis- 
ers. Along the way Company A, Ist Battalion, 1st Marines, 
chanced upon four U.S. tanks scheduled to move up to the 
DMZ and added them to their reaction force. Pinned down 
by intense automatic-weapons fire as it neared the city, 
the column soon had to call for help. A second marine 
company, equipped with two self-propelled 40mm guns, 
was immediately dispatched from Phu Bai. This combined 
force fought its way into the city and reached the MACV 
compound six hours after Company A had left Phu Bai. 
The cost, however, had been high: 10 marines killed, an- 
other 30 wounded. They would need reinforcements. Dur- 
ing the next three days, three more marine companies, 
three marine command groups, and a tank platoon— 
about 1,000 men in all—arrived at the advisory head- 
quarters. 

At his command post inside the Citadel, General 
Truong had no illusions about the size and strength of the 
enemy force that now ruled Hue. Desperately in need of 
reinforcement, he immediately ordered outlying units of 
the ARVN Ist Division to fall back toward the Citadel. Like 
the Americans, the South Vietnamese encountered strong 
resistance from NVA blocking units as they approached 
the city and suffered heavy casualties. Within twenty-four 
hours, however, Truong had the troops he needed to hold 
his position. 

In the meantime the Communists consolidated their 


own positions. On the south bank, where only days before 
university students had strolled leisurely along Le Loi 
Street and white-clad tennis players met over aperitifs at | 
the Cercle Sportif, the invaders seized key civil and mili- 
tary installations, sealed off residential streets with cap- 
tured tanks, and freed more than 2,000 inmates from the 
municipal prison. The central hospital was converted into 
a command post, while the illustrious Quoc Hoc High 
School—alma mater of Ngo Dinh Diem, Ho Chi Minh, and 
Vo Nguyen Giap—became an armory and barracks. 

On the north bank Communist forces had the Citadel 
for protection. Built by Emperor Gia Long in 1802, this gi- 
gantic fortress was intended to be as impregnable as it 
was imposing. The Citadel was surrounded by a zigzag 
moat, an outer wall of earth and stone thirty feet high and 
twenty feet thick, and an inner wall made of brick. The in- 
terior, measuring more than two square miles, formed 
three concentric interior cities and a labyrinth of readily 
defensible positions. In addition to the well-fortified Impe- 
rial Palace, where the North Vietnamese established their 
central command post, the long, straight streets and 
walled gardens of the residential quarters offered ideal 
cover and clear fields of fire for snipers. As one American 
adviser commented: “It would take the battleship New Jer- 
sey to get them out of those walls.” 

The Americans didn't have the New Jersey, but they did 
have a vast arsenal of heavy weaponry for their counter- 
attack: 105mm, 155mm, and eight-inch howitzers; self- 
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propelled 40mm guns, Ontos vehicles mounted with 106mm 
recoilless rifles, and tanks; helicopter gunships, 
fighter-bombers carrying 500- and 750-pound bombs 


. and, just off the coast, cruisers and destroyers equipped 





with five-inch, six-inch, and eight-inch guns. Rapidly de- 
teriorating weather conditions, as well as a wish to min- 
imize property damage and civilian casualties, initially in- 
hibited the use of allied firepower. But after a few days of 
bitter fighting, the allied command realized that much 
greater force would be required to expel the enemy from 
Hue. At times fixing coordinates by sound rather than 
sight, American commanders began to call in artillery 
strikes while helicopter gunships and tactical aircraft 
strafed and napalmed the enemy. 

Meanwhile both sides continued to augment their 
ranks. Their hold on the west wall still secure, the Com- 
munists funneled fresh troops and supplies into the Citadel 
by night, eventually committing ten battalions—more than 
a full division—to the struggle. The allies countered by 
calling in three understrength Marine Corps battalions, 
six U.S. Army battalions, and eleven South Vietnamese 
battalions. 





House to house, street by street 


After an early attempt by U.S. Marines to cross the river 
failed, the allies divided the city into two tactical areas of 








two weeks of fighting. 
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Bayonets fixed, a marine fire team searches for enemy units on February 16 in a district of Hue already shattered by more than 


operation, the Americans responsible for clearing the 
south bank, the South Vietnamese concentrating on the 
Citadel. On both sides the fighting proved to be brutal, 
bloody, and frustrating—house to house and street by 
street in a misty drizzle that occasionally turned into cold, 
drenching rain. The initial marine detachment required 
six days to fight its way from the MACV compound to the 
provincial hospital four blocks away, at a cost of more 
than 150 casualties. “Seoul was tough,” said one marine 
commander recalling the corps’ last major city battle, “but 
this—well, it's something else." Accustomed to fighting in 
the sparsely populated countryside of 1 Corps, the young 
marines who had not been in Korea had to learn the tac- 
tics of urban fighting on the spot. Supported by mortars, 
recoilless rifles, machine guns, and tanks, ten- or 
eleven-man fire teams spearheaded the assaults. “Four 
men cover the exits of a building, two men rush the build- 
ing with grenades, while two men cover them with rifle 
fire,” explained Lieutenant Colonel Earnest C. Cheatham, 
commander of the 2d Battalion, 5th Marines. 


We hope to kill them inside or flush them out for the four men 
watching the exits. Then, taking the next building, two other men 
rush the front. It sounds simple, but the timing has to be just as 
good as a football play. 


Frequently the Americans found it much easier, and far 
less costly, simply to destroy the buildings. “Some South 
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His squad pinned down in the rubble, a marine hurls a grenade toward an enemy position. Moments later another grenade 


exploded in his hand. 





Vietnamese are complaining about the damage to their 
buildings, but I have no sympathy," declared one com- 
mander. “If you can save a marine by destroying a house 
to get to Charlie, then I say destroy the house." Even so, by 
the end of the first week of fighting the marines had man- 
aged to secure less than half of the south bank while suf- 
fering some 250 casualties. 

On the outskirts of the city the soldiers of the U.S. Army 
found the going equally tough. Assigned the mission of 
severing the main enemy infiltration and supply routes, 
the 3d Brigade, 1st Air Cavalry Division, air assaulted into 
a lemding zone six miles northwest of Hue on February 2. 
Three days later, following a grueling night march 
through onkle-deep water, weary men of the 2d Battalion, 
12th Cavalry, of the 3d Brigade, stormed a hill four miles 
west of the city and immediately began shelling Commun- 
ist positions in the valley below. Sweeping in from the 
west, the 5th Battalion, 7th Cavalry, 3d Brigade, tried to 
link up with the 2d Battalion but was halted by NVA units 
that had slipped in behind the first wave of Americans. 
Forced to abandon their high ground, the 2d Battalion at- 
tacked northward toward their sister battalion on Febru- 
ary 9 and, after a day-long fight in the village of Thong 
Bon Tri, drove the NVA out of the area. 

It had become clear that enemy blocking forces were 
stronger them anticipated amd that reinforcements would 
be needed. After conferring with marine commander 
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General Robert E. Cushman and MACV deputy com- 
mander Creighton W. Abrams, General Westmoreland 
ordered two battalions of the 101st Airborne Division to 
join the battle for Hue. In the weeks that followed, the 101st 
attacked from the south while the 3d Brigade of the 1st Air 
Cav—reinforced to a strength of four battalions—fought its 
way from the north and west, gradually tightening the vise 
of the allied counterattack. 

On February 10 the south bank of the city was finally 
declared secure, but it was a fragile security. Communist 
rockets and mortar rounds continued to flash across the 
river, while isolated snipers harassed marine patrols. 
Adding to the tension and confusion were thousands of 
refugees, many of whom now crowded into a few un- 
scathed buildings that served as temporary relief centers. 
Others roamed the streets searching for missing family 
members and friends or sorted through the broken pieces 
of their homes and possessions. Brutalized into indiffer- 
ence, few expressed any interest in the outcome of the 
battle. They just wanted the war to go away. As one stu- 
dent bitterly explained: “We here and now don't care 
about anything except rice. We know well the VC. We 
know well the Americans. We want to go to our homes 
and not be atraid of being killed by either side.” 

From the start both the Americans and the South Viet- 
namese tried to minimize the significance of the Commu- | 
nist occupation of Hue. On February 1, General Wheeler 
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told the Senate Armed Services Committee that the enemy 
had only “a remnant of a battalion” on the south bank and 
“some troops” in the Citadel, and throughout the first 
week military officials referred to the battle as a “mopping 
up operation.” Now, with the battle more than ten days old 
and the Communists still in control of most of the north 
bank, the allies intensified their counterattack. 

Fanning out from the Ist Division headquarters com- 
pound, ARVN forces had already regained considerable 
ground in the northern half of the Citadel, including the 
airfield. But they had been unable to penetrate the main 
enemy strong points in the southern half. Sixty percent of 
the fortress still lay in Communist hands, and despite 
steady reinforcement and the use of armor, every attempt 
to breach the Communist defenses had been repulsed. To 
expel the enemy the allies would have to widen the arc of 
their attack and open up the walls of the Citadel brick by 
brick. 

As darkness fell on February 11, the 1/5 Marines, es- 
corted by a platoon of tanks and several Ontos vehicles, 
crossed the river and joined the fight for the north bank. 
The following day, after conferring with President Thieu, 
South Vietnamese I Corps commander Lieutenant Gen- 
eral Hoang Xuan Lam authorized allied forces to use 
whatever weapons were necessary to dislodge the enemy 
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from Hue. Only the Imperial Palace remained off limits. 

In the days that followed, shells from American tanks, 
howitzers, and navy ships relentlessly pounded the walls 
of the Citadel, while South Vietnamese A-1 Skyraiders 
and U.S. F-4 Phantoms dropped napalm canisters and 
500-pound bombs on Communist emplacements. En- 
trenched along the jagged ramparts of the Citadel's 
six-mile wall, behind the foundations of collapsed build- 
ings, or inside darkened homes, the enemy retaliated with 
machine guns, antitank rockets, mortars, and fire from 
captured tanks. The fighting proved even more savage 
than the battle for the south bank. In their first assault on 
the south wall, the 1/5 Marines lost fifteen killed and forty 
wounded; by the end of the week they had suffered ap- 
proximately one casualty for every yard gained. Con- 
stantly under fire, sleeping in three- to four-hour snatches, 
and unrelieved by fresh troops, many of the men grew 
numb with fatigue. “On the worst days, no one expected to 
get through it alive,” wrote Michael Herr. 


A despair set in among members of the battalion that the older 
ones, veterans of two other wars, had never seen before. Once or 
twice, when the men from Graves Registration took the personal 
effects from the packs and pockets of dead marines, they found 
letters from home that had been delivered days before still un- 
opened. 


“Most of the 
battalion were 
killed or wounded,” 
recalled 
photographer Don 
McCullin about this 
marine’s unit. 
“There were only 
about a half dozen 


men in one 
company. I think 
what happens is 
that one goes over 
the edge—you 
become slightly 
mad.” 











Casualties backlogged so quickly that doctors simply set 
aside the worst cases, but even then they could not keep 
up with the steady flow of wounded. “I've seen too much of 
this," said one anguished marine. "We've got to get some 
help. They're going to annihilate 1/5.” 

By the end of the second week of fighting, large sections 
of Hue had been reduced to rubble—a ghastly mosaic of 
shattered buildings, bullet-riddled walls, and rotting 
corpses. "A woman knelt in death by a wall in the corner 
of her garden,” wrote one correspondent. “A child lay on 
stairs crushed by a fallen roof. Many of the bodies had 
turned black and begun to decompose, and rats gnawed 
at the exposed flesh.” 

Yet for all the devastation that it wrought, the ferocious 
battle between the Communist and allied armies formed 
only a part of the tragic story of Hue. The other part took 
place behind enemy lines, where a “revolutionary govern- 
ment” had begun to mete out “revolutionary justice.” 


Liberation and death 





According to Vietnamese custom, the fortunes of an indi- 
vidual for each new year are foreshadowed by the first 
visitor to call at Tet. It was therefore with some interest, 
and perhaps a little trepidation, that Mr. Vinh, a resident 
of the southern part of the Citadel, answered the rattle at 
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As black smoke billows from a napalm strike inside the Citadel, a squa 
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his gate during the dark morning hours of January 31. The 
caller was an old acquaintance he had not seen for years, 
a veteran of the war against the French and a current 
member of the Vietcong. He told Mr. Vinh that victory was 
near, and then he left. 

Like many residents of Hue, Mr. Vinh had heard rumors 
in recent weeks of an imminent Communist attack. As in 
the past, he had dismissed them as empty boasts. But now, 
as dawn broke, he could scarcely doubt his old friend's 
claim that the Communists controlled the “liberated” city 
of Hue. Up and down the streets of his neighborhood VC 
cadres and NVA soldiers moved freely on foot and bi- 
cycles, on Hondas and Suzukis, or in cars and captured 
jeeps. Some were clearly city boys, identifiable by their 
long hair and American-style blue jeans. Others were lo- 
cal country girls clad in black pajamas and wearing their 
hair in stiffly drawn buns. All were engaged in feverish 
activity—carrying mortar tubes and rockets, setting up 
machine-gun emplacements, and enlisting the population 
against the "puppet" Saigon government and the Ameri- 
can “imperialists.” 

Preparations for the Communist occupation of Hue had 
been made long in advance. Beginning in September 
1967, when local Communist leaders first learned of plans 
for the General Offensive-General Uprising, Vietcong 
agents worked assiduously to insure the triumph of the fu- 
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ture "new order”; they organized political cells among 
small businessmen and youths, drew up blueprints of al- 
lied defenses and schedules of military and police patrols, 
and provided names and addresses of suspected 
"counterrevolutionaries" throughout the city. As soon as 
the city was firmly under Communist control, the political 
cadres of the NLF announced the formation of the Alliance 
of National, Democratic and Peace Forces of Hue City, 
headed by a Hue University professor and the former 
principal of a local girls’ high school. A former chief of the 
city's National Police became the new mayor. Everyone 
was ordered to rip down all South Vietnamese flags and 
urged to join newly formed patriotic organizations in sup- 
port of the revolutionary government; and everywhere 
there were rallies and political meetings. At the end of one 
local meeting, a group of young men and women was 
handed weapons and acclaimed as the uprising troops for 
their area. In another instance a cultural drama troupe 
from North Vietnam commemorated the election of a stu- 
dent group leader by staging an anti-American, anti- 
government show. 


Burrowed into the | 
ruins of a temple 
inside the Citadel, 
ARVN soldiers | 
return Communist 
fire. Entire sections 

of the city were | 
destroyed in the | 
effort to drive ihe 
enemy from Hue. 








Amid the exhilarating atmosphere of revolutionary | 
change, however, there was cause for apprehension. On 
the second day of the occupation, bullhorns in the streets 
began to summon all civil servants, military personnel, | 
and “whoever works for the Americans” to report immedi- 
ately to Communist officials. Although assured that noth- 
ing would happen if they did as they were told, many 
functionaries elected to flee or hide inside their homes, 
hoping that allied forces would momentarily come to their 
rescue. But as the days passed and the fighting persisted, 
their hopes dimmed, while the announcements became 
more strident. Houses would be searched, the Communists 
declared, and anyone found hiding would be summarily | 
executed. 

The searches had in fact begun at the very outset of the 
occupation. Using target lists furnished by local in- 
telligence agents, small bands moved up and down the 
streets like grim census takers, looking for those who had 
been designated as “cruel tyrants and reactionary ele- 
ments”: government officials, ARVN officers, political fig- 
ures, and foreigners other than the French. Once identi- 
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fied, most of the suspects were marched to prisoner 
collection points, their hands tied behind their backs. 

On the third day of the occupation, a group of VC 
called at a house on the south bank that was occupied by 
a U.S. Army communications team. When one of the 
Americans opened fire on the visitors they withdrew, only 
to return two days later with reinforcements. Some of the 
Americans managed to escape but others, finding them- 
selves trapped, were forced to surrender. They were never 
heard from again. 

On the fifth day, Communist troops on the south bank 
entered Phu Cam Cathedral and arrested several hun- 
dred Vietnamese Roman Catholics, all of them men or 
boys of military age. As they were led away, a Vietcong 
leader told everyone not to worry: They were only being 
taken to a nearby pagoda for political reorientation ses- 
sions. Two days later, the soldiers returned and told the 
women still living in the sanctuary to prepare provisions 
for their loved ones. None of the men of Phu Cam ever re- 
turned. 

The savage intensity of the fighting curtailed Vietcong 
political activity inside the Citadel, but in Gia Hoi, a 
densely populated district just east of the fortress, the 
roundups continued unabated to the end. Since no major 
government or military installations were located in the 
area, the allied command had decided to ignore Gia Hoi 
until they had recaptured the Citadel. For twenty-six days 
it was the seat of a working “revolutionary” government, 
ruled by a Communist mayor in conjunction with local 
“revolutionary councils” and policed by Vietcong and 
North Vietnamese soldiers. To insure the security of the 
new regime, all citizens were required to fill out question- 
naires describing their life, work, and political attitudes. 
Those who expressed acceptable political ideas were then 
assigned tasks: disseminating propaganda, organizing 
political cells, and setting up local defense groups. Those 
with unacceptable or "erroneous" views were called in for 
further interrogation. Some were then visited by propa- 
ganda teams, or sent to reeducation classes where they 
received instruction in the history, logic, and goals of the 
revolutionary struggle. Others were dealt with more 
harshly. 

Le Van Rot, a government block leader, was working in 
his Chinese soup shop when four armed soldiers walked 
in, sat down, and placed an order. The same men had 
come by earlier in the day, taken Rot away for question- 
ing, and then released him. They had also interrogated 
some of his neighbors and discovered a cache of weapons 
in his house. Now, as the soldiers finished their soup, one 
of them turned to him and said: “We found out you sold 
soup here as a cover for spying.” After binding Rot's 
hands behind his back with wire, they pulled him toward 
the door. When he resisted, he was shot on the spot. 

Pham Van Tuong, a worker at the government informa- 
tion office, was hiding with his family inside a bunker 


when a group of men in black pajamas came to the door. 
“Mr. Pham, Mr. Pham, the information cadre, come here!” 
they called. Pham and four members of his family quickly 
emerged, only to be gunned down before they had a 
chance to explain that he was only a part-time janitor. 

During the weeks and months following the battle, 
South Vietnamese authorities and American soldiers dis- 
covered a series of shallow mass graves in and around 
the city of Hue containing the remains of some 2,800 
people. Their arms bound behind their backs by coarse 
wire, many of the victims had been shot in the head or 
bludgeoned to death. Others had apparently been buried 
alive. Among the dead were numerous government offi- 
cials and civil servants; RVNAF officers and enlisted men; 
local leaders; policemen and members of the local militia; 
priests and religious leaders; Germans, Filipinos, Ko- 
reans, and Americans; and some ordinary citizens who 
had no tie to either side in the struggle. 


“Blood bath” 


The South Vietnamese and American governments later 
asserted that all had been ruthlessly murdered by the 
Communists, and in November 1969 President Nixon cited 
the “atrocities at Hue” as “a prelude of what would hap- 
pen in South Vietnam” if the Communists ever gained 
power. 

Further elaboration on the “blood bath” theory was 
provided by United States Information Agency officer 
Douglas Pike, an acknowledged authority on the NLF, in 
his 1970 study, The Viet-Cong Strategy of Terror. Basing 
his conclusions on official GVN reports, captured enemy 
documents, the testimony of enemy prisoners and defec- 
tors, eyewitness accounts, and “the internal logic of the 
Communist situation,” Pike contended that the killings at 
Hue differed “not only in degree but in kind” from pre- 
vious Communist acts of terrorism. According to Pike, the 
Communists’ ultimate aim in Hue was not simply to 
weaken the GVN administrative apparatus or to terrorize 
the local population into compliance, but to purge entire 
classes of people—intellectuals, prominent religious and 
political leaders, and others deemed "social negatives" 
from an ideological point of view. In support of what was 
admittedly a “hypothesis,” he called attention to “three 
facts” about the killings "which constantly reassert them- 
selves”: that they were not random; that “virtually all were 
done by local Communist cadres” rather than NVA sol- 
diers; and that most were carried out in secrecy "with ex- 
traordinary effort made to hide the bodies.” Secrecy 
alone, Pike noted, represented a significant deviation from 
prior practice, where the objective was to demonstrate 
publicly the “omnipotence” of the VC. So much care was 
taken to conceal the bodies that Pike speculated that as 
many as 5,700 people may have been assassinated in Hue | 
during the period of Communist occupation. 
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Other scholars, however, raised serious questions not 
only about Pike's interpretation of the facts but also about 
the facts themselves. "[T]he story conveyed to the Ameri- 
can public," wrote D. Gareth Porter, a former fellow of the 
International Relations of East Asia Project at Cornell Uni- 
versity, "bore little resemblance to the truth, but was, on 
the contrary, the result of a political warfare campaign by 
the Saigon government, embellished by the U.S. govern- 
ment, and accepted uncritically by the U.S. press." Al- 
though many of the corpses were initially unearthed by lo- 
cal citizens and U.S. soldiers, Porter noted, the agency 
responsible for collecting and publicizing data on the al- 
leged massacre was the ARVN 10th Political Warfare Bat- 
talion, a unit "whose specific mission was to discredit the 
National Liberation Front. Journalists and other inde- 
pendent observers were never allowed to inspect the 
graves and consequently, in Porter's view, "neither the 
number of bodies found nor the causes of death were ever 
confirmed." 

The full story of what happened in Hue between Janu- 
ary 31 and February 25, 1968, may never be known. But 
the preponderance of evidence, including the testimony of 
many survivors, indicates that Communist forces did in 
fact carry out systematic assassinations. The most per- 
suasive case is that made by reporter Don Oberdorfer of 
the Washington Post in his authoritative work, Tet! Follow- 
ing up rumors of large-scale executions behind enemy 
lines, Oberdorfer made three visits to Hue—one during the 


given proper burial in September 1969. 
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battle, another just after, and a third in December 1969 "to 
reconstruct the experiences of the Hue people." Their 
pseudonymous accounts of the fates of relatives, neigh- 
bors, and friends—some of which have been recounted in 
this chapter—left no doubt in Oberdorfer's mind that mass 
executions had been carried out by the Communists. He 
also found evidence, however, that some of the victims 
may have been killed by South Vietnamese troops. One 
U.S. Army intelligence officer told Oberdorfer that during 
the final stages of the battle, a South Vietnamese in- 
telligence unit sent its own "black teams" of assassins into 
Hue to eliminate those who had aided the enemy. 

Precisely how many died at the hands of the Commu- 
nists, no one can be sure. As Oberdorfer later noted, the 
victims of the slayings "did not pass through turnstiles." 
Nor is the rationale for the executions altogether evident. 
But since most of the victims were connected, however ten- 
uously, with either the South Vietnamese government and 
military or the Americans, it would seem that the primary 
motivation was political and thus in keeping with past 
Communist practice. Whenever Communist forces took 
over a country village or hamlet, they commonly liqui- 
dated key government personnel in order to undermine 
the authority of the GVN and remind the local populace of 
the price of "collaboration." What distinguished the Hue 
assassinations from other acts of terrorism was neither the 
end sought nor the means employed: It was the sheer 
enormity of the killing. 
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| The bodies of victims of the Hue massacre, discovered and exhumed more than a year after the executions took place, are 
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A legacy of despair 


For most of the people of Hue who, like Mr. Vinh, had ties 
to both sides, or who were simply indifferent about the out- 
come of the struggle for South Vietnam, the chief source of 
terror was not VC death squads but the seemingly endless 
trauma of war itself. Holed up inside the family bunker, a 
closet, or any other alcove that offered the most protection, 
they listened to the battle raging all around, preoccupied 
with survival. At the home of Mr. Vinh, Oberdorfer later 
learned, the family could hear the jets screaming into their 
dives overhead, cmd moments later they would shudder 
under the impact of exploding bombs. In the distance they 
heard the thunder of artillery shells and sporadic bursts of 
automatic-weapons fire. The sounds edged ever closer. A 
mortar round blew a hole in the side of the house; shrap- 
nel penetrated the front door and roof; rockets slammed 
into another part of the house; a helicopter gunship strafed 
the neighborhood. A government plane with a 
loud-speaker circled their area, assuring them that allied 
forces would soon arrive and destroy the invaders. Min- 
utes later Liberation Radio informed them that the entire 
city was still in Communist hands. Another government 
loud-speaker urged all VC to surrender; each soldier was 
promised two cans of dried food and a traditional Tet rice 
cake. Megaphones in the street continued their appeals 


ARVN soldiers cheer as the South Vietnamese flag once again flies over the Citadel on February 24. 
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for all government and military personnel to report at 
once. A nervous aunt who lived with the Vinhs tried to 
cope by talking a lot, prompting occasional laughter. A 
cousin was killed by a mortar shell while praying at an 
altar outside. And still the fighting continued. 

On February 16 the allies received encouraging news. 
An intercepted radio transmission revealed that the com- 
mander of NVA forces inside the Citadel had been killed. 
His successor had requested permission to withdraw. Al- 
though the request was denied, it clearly suggested that 
Communist morale was weakening, and the allied 


counterattack was immediately intensified. The ARVN | 
command dispatched another battalion to the Citadel, | 


while the U.S. lst Air Cav pressed in from the west and 


south, severing the sole remaining enemy supply route on 


February 21. 


The end itself proved anticlimactic. In the predawn | 
hours of February 24, the 2d Battalion of the 3d Regiment, | 


ARVN Ist Division, overran defenders along the south wall 
of the Citadel and secured the main flagpole at the Mid- 
day Gate of the Imperial Palace. At 5:00 a. they tore 
down the NLF flag and replaced it with the yellow-and- 
red banner of the Republic of Vietnam. The next day 
ARVN soldiers swept triumphantly into the Imperial Pal- 
ace, only to find that the enemy had fled during the night. 








The agony of Hue did not end with the expulsion of the | 
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For the residents of Hue there was little escape from the battle 
that raged around them. This father and daughter were in- 
jured by American hand grenades thrown into a bunker in 
which they were hiding. 





Communists from the Citadel. After the battle the citizens 
of Hue watched helplessly as South Vietnamese soldiers, 
and some American troops, ransacked their homes and 
took their few remaining possessions. Then came revela- 
tions concerning some of the city’s authorities: the mayor 
of Hue who had known in advance about the attack but 
had done nothing except find himself a hiding place until 
he could safely reappear in time to steal emergency rice 
shipments; ARVN soldiers, even full colonels, who had 
taken off their uniforms and pretended to be refugees; the 
doctors of Hue who had withdrawn into a room at the uni- 
versity while their city slowly bled to death. And finally, 
there were the mass graves—the terrible last testament to 
the longest and bloodiest battle of the Tet offensive. 
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As in so many battles in the Vietnam War, both sides 
claimed victory at Hue. Ordered to seize and hold the city 
for seven days, Communist forces had defended the in- 
cipient revolutionary government in the old imperial capi- 
tal for more than three weeks, earning a commendation 
from General Giap for their “unprecedented victory of sci- 
entific quality.” "We won an overall success, militarily and 
politically," concluded one Communist after-action report; 
“Hue was the place where reactionary spirit had existed 
for over ten years. However, it took us only a short time to 
drain it to its roots.” 

Despite the duration, difficulty, and destructiveness of 
the battle, the allies pointed to the relative cost to each 
side as the principal index of their success. Whereas 
Communist losses were estimated at more than 5,000 
killed and 89 captured, allied casualties were reported as 
142 U.S. Marines killed in action and 857 seriously 
wounded; 74 American soldiers killed and 507 seriously 
wounded; 384 South Vietnamese troops killed and 1,830 
wounded. The U.S. 1st Marines earned a presidential unit 
citation for having “soundly defeated a numerically supe- 
rior enemy force ... by their effective teamwork, aggres- 
sive fighting spirit and individual acts of heroism and dar- 
ing," and Hue was added to the battle streamers of the 
Marine Corps. 

Whoever may have won the battle, the sure losers were 
the city and citizens of Hue. It was officially estimated that 
more than 50 percent of the city had been damaged or de- 
stroyed, leaving 116,000 civilians homeless out of a popu- 
lation of approximately 140,000. Another 5,800 were listed 
as dead or missing. Eventually the corpses would all be 
buried, the wounds would be treated and begin to heal, 
and the houses and monuments would be patched or re- 
stored, but the city of Hue would never again be the same. 
Once synonymous with the grandeur of the Nguyen dy- 
nasty and the vitality of Vietnamese culture, in the future 
the city’s name would evoke memories of destruction and 
death. 

The battle of Hue proved a sobering experience for the 
allied command. Despite the strategic importance of the 
city, despite Westmoreland's prediction that the Commu- 
nists would attempt to seize it, and despite forewarning of 
a possible multibattalion attack at Tet, American and 
South Vietnamese forces had been taken by surprise. 
Even more disturbing was the discovery made by the 3d 
Brigade of the U.S. 1st Cavalry Division after the battle 
had begun. Fighting their way eastward toward the Cita- 
del, the brigade ran into unexpectedly intense resistance 
from elements of three NVA regiments: the 24th Regiment, 
304th Division; the 29th Regiment, 325C Division; and the 
99th Regiment, 324B Division. According to allied in- 
telligence, they weren't supposed to be there. They were 
supposed to be at Khe Sanh. 





The RAOG ot Wie SAWN 


On the morning of January 31, as the Tet offen- 
sive raged across South Vietnam, 6,000 allied 
troops at Khe Sanh combat base sat in their 
bunkers and trenches, peered into the opaque 
sheet of fog that surrounded their tiny mountain 
plateau, and waited. For ten days they had been 
living in a tense state of siege, encircled by two to 
four divisions of seasoned NVA regulars, steadily 
pounded by incoming rockets and shells, isolated 
from all the world save for a narrow airstrip of 
crushed rock «md pierced steel Their com- 
meander, U.S. Marine Corps Colonel David E. 
Lownds, had told them that they were “going to 
be remembered in Americem history books.” 
Their mission had been ordered by the highest 
authority. They were to hold Khe Sanh, and hold 
it "et " 

As early as 1964, when Khe Semh was simply 
the northernmost of a string of small Special 
_ Forces camps along the western border of South 

i e al. Westmorelemd had been 








struck by the strategic location of the site. Tucked away in 


| a remote corner of Quang Tri Province eighteen miles 





south of the DMZ and eight miles east of the Laotian bor- 
der, Khe Sanh seemed to be ideally positioned for “block- 
ing enemy infiltration" eastward along Route 9. It could 
also serve as a base for clandestine operations into Laos, 
as an airfield for reconnaissance flights over the Ho Chi 
Minh Trail, and potentially as a jumping-off point for a 
three-division drive into Laos to cut off the main enemy in- 
filtration and supply routes. "Relinquish Khe Sanh,” West- 
morelemd argued, "and you gave up all those advan- 
tages, while accepting the inevitability of carrying the 
fight into the populated coastal strip of Quamg Tri Prov- 
ince and affording the enemy an avenue of advance along 
the coast leading south.” Khe Sanh was the gateway to 


| South Viemam. Westmoreland was not about to give 








away the key. 

When the North Vietnamese began to step up infil- 
tration in mid-1966, Westmoreland promptly reinforced 
the Special Forces team, dispatched a navy Seabee unit to 
improve and extend the runway, and recommended that 
the marines deploy a battalion to Khe Samh. The marines 
resisted, arguing that the base was too isolated to be 
adequately supported. “When you're at Khe Sanh, you're 
not really anywhere,” asserted Brigadier General Lowell 
English, assistant commander of the 3d Marine Division. 
“You could lose it, and you really haven't lost a damn 
thing.” But Westmoreland stood firm, and the marines 
obeyed. In early October 1966, the 1st Battalion, 3d Ma- 
rines, arrived at Khe Sanh, and the Special Forces CIDG 
camp was relocated to Lang Vei, seven miles away. 

In the spring of 1967, following a series of savage bat- 
tles between the 3d Marines and the NVA 325C Division 
on the hills near Khe Sanh, the base was turned over to 
the 1st Battalion of the 26th Marines. By the end of the 
summer, Khe Sanh had become the “western anchor” of a 
chain of strong points designed to thwart an anticipated 
North Vietnamese invasion across the DMZ. In November, 
reconnaissance patrols from the 1/26 began to stumble 
upon fresh trails, while air force sightings of trucks moving 
down the Ho Chi Minh Trail jumped from a monthly aver- 
age of 480 during the first nine months of the year to 1,116 
in October; 3,823 in November; and 6,315 in December. 
The enemy was moving into northern I Corps in regi- 
ment—perhaps division—strength, and they seemed to be 
heading for Khe Sanh. 

On December 13, Lieutenant General Robert E. Cush- 
man, commander of the III Marine Amphibious Force, or- 
dered the 3d Battalion, 26th Marines, to move to the com- 
bat base. Three weeks later, on January 2, 1968, six men in 
marine uniforms were spotted outside the western perime- 





Preceding page. Marines at Khe Sanh begin the daily rou- 
tine of reinforcing their position against the steady pounding 
of enemy shells. 
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ter of the base. When they failed to respond to a challenge 
from a security guard, five of the six were gunned down. 
All were later identified as high-ranking officers of a 
North Vietnamese Army regiment. It was the hardest 
piece of evidence to date of the enemy's intentions. Only 
the highest priority target would require the personal re- 
connaissance of key commanders. The news flashed up 
the chain of command, straight to the headquarters of 
COMUSMACV. 

General Westmoreland was pleased. Frustrated by 
years ol chasing an elusive enemy back and forth across 
South Vietnam, frustrated further by the constraints that 
Washington had imposed upon his military operations, he 
had long yearned for a set-piece battle in which the Com- 
munists would be forced to stand and fight. Now he didn't 
need to go after the enemy; the enemy was coming to him. 
A major battle in the barren, unpopulated reaches of 
northern I Corps afforded an opportunity to score a victory 
of unprecedented proportions—the crowning achievement 
of Westmoreland's years of service as COMUSMACV. 

During the first week of January 1968, Westmoreland 
began to put his plan for Khe Sanh into operation. 
Code-named Niagara “to evoke an image of cascading 
bombs and shells,” the operation was conceived in two 
parts: Niagara I, a comprehensive intelligence effort, 
would find the enemy; Niagara II, the most concentrated 
application of aerial firepower in the history of warfare, 
would destroy him. Circling the skies above Khe Sanh for 
thirty miles in every direction, aircraft took high-resolution 
photographs, scanned the ground with radar for evidence 
of enemy movement, and recorded the findings of an ar- 
ray of complex, highly classified gadgets designed to lo- 
cate enemy positions and movements: acoustic sensors 
that picked up voices; seismic sensors that registered vi- 
brations from marching soldiers, trucks, and armored ve- 
hicles; infrared heat sensors that could identify cooking 
fires; and electrochemical analyzers that could detect high 
concentrations of human urine. Technicians in an airborne 
electronic laboratory read, collated, and interpreted the 
data and passed it to MACV headquarters in Saigon. 

For Niagara II, Westmoreland assembled an awesome 
armada of more them 2,000 strategic and tactical aircraft, 
from giant B-52 Stratofortresses down to prop-driven 
South Vietnamese A-] Skyraiders, in addition to some 
3,000 helicopters. To orchestrate the round-the-clock bom- 
bardment that he envisioned, Westmoreland installed— 
over the objections of the marines—a "single manager for 
air,” based at Tan Son Nhut and invested with final au- 
thority over all U.S. air power throughout South Vietnam. 
He also ordered into the air a "Sky Spot" airborne com- 
puter control center to coordinate the altitudes and speeds 
of as mamy as 800 aircraft at one time. Niagara was to be 
a controlled deluge of firepower, one that the commemder 
could turn on and off at will. 

In the meantime the intelligence analysts refined their 
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Digging deeper. By early March the main base had become a warren of trenches and sandbagged fortifications like these 


surrounding the headquarters command post. 





estimates of the enemy order of battle. The NVA 325C Di- 
vision was said to be northwest of the base; the 304th, an 
elite home-guard division from Hanoi, to the southwest. In 
addition, one regiment of the NVA 324th Division had been 
located inside the DMZ ten to fifteen miles north of Khe 
Sanh, while the NVA 320th Division was believed to be 
north of the Rockpile within easy reinforcing distance of 
the other enemy units. There seemed to be little doubt 
about the enemy's intentions. The question was not 
whether the enemy would strike, but when. 

As the pressure mounted, the marines fortified their po- 
sitions. They dug trenches, built bunkers, and reinforced 
the perimeter with claymore mines, triple coils of barbed 
wire, German razor tape, and trip flares. Similar prepara- 
tions were made on the tactically crucial hills surrounding 
the base, where Colonel Lownds had positioned several 
detachments of the 3/26: Company I, with about 200 men, 
entrenched itself atop Hill 88] South; Company K, rein- 
forced to a strength of about 300 marines, on Hill 861; and 
the 2d Platoon, Company A, on Hill 950, the site of a radio 
relay station. Additional hill deployments were ordered 
following the arrival of the 2/26 Marines on January 16, a 
move that brought the regiment's three battalions together 





for the first time since Iwo Jima. To support the in- 
fantrymen and supplement the firepower of Niagara, the 
base had eighteen 105mm and six 155mm howitzers, six 
4.2mm mortars, six tanks, and ninety-two single- or 
Ontos-mounted 106mm recoilless rifles, in addition to the 
behemoth 175mm guns at the Rockpile and Camp Carroll 
seventeen miles to the east. The marines were ready. 


The siege begins 


On the morning of January 20, Company I set out from its 
base camp on Hill 881 South to investigate the site of an 
ambush the day before. Moving slowly and cautiously 
through a thick blanket of fog, they encountered no resis- 
tance until they began to climb the ridge line of Hill 881 
North. By then it was late in the morning. The fog had 
lifted, and the marines were exposed. Suddenly met by a 
deafening hail of automatic weapons fire and rocket- 
propelled grenades that cut down twenty men in thirty 
seconds, they threw themselves to the ground, returned 
fire, and called for additional fire support. Within minutes 
ninety-five pound shells from 155s on the base were pul- 
verizing enemy positions. By afternoon the marines had 
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| regained the initiative and were preparing to assault the 
| hilltop when, suddenly, the battle was called off. Colonel 
| Lownds had received new intelligence that made it im- 
| perative for all units to be at their assigned posts. Com- 
pany 1 was ordered to pull back immediately to Hill 881 
South. 

The source of the colonel's new information was a North 
Vietnamese soldier who had materialized at the eastern 
end of the airstrip at 2:00 p.m., holding a white flag in one 
hand and an AK47 in the other. Identifying himself as First 
Lieutenant La Than Tonc, the defector told his marine in- 
terrogators that regiments of the NVA 325C and 304th Di- 
visions were preparing to overrun Khe Sanh. He then de- 
scribed the battle plans of both divisions, as well as other 
units that had infiltrated across the DMZ. According to 
Tonc, Khe Sanh was just the beginning. The North Viet- 
namese were preparing to sweep across the two northern 
provinces and seize the city of Hue. The first attacks would 
come that very night. At 12:30 a.m., Hill 881 South, Hill 861, 
and the base itself would be hit. 

“He willingly gave a wealth of information to his inter- 
rogators with more detail than would be expected of an 
officer in his position,” the marines would later note. But 
Tonc's claims accorded closely with other allied intelli- 
gence, and General Rathvon McCall Tompkins decided 
“that if we accepted it as valid we had nothing to lose, 
and stood to gain a great deal.” Tompkins passed the in- 
formation along to General Cushman, Cushman con- 
tacted Westmoreland, and that night Westmoreland ca- 
bled Washington with the new information: "The enemy 
will soon seek victories essential to achieving prestige and 
bargaining power." 

At precisely 12:30 A.M., January 21—right on schedule—a 
heavy barrage of mortar rounds, rockets, and rocket- 
propelled grenades slammed into the marine outpost atop 
Hill 861. A half-hour later 300 NVA soldiers, led by an elite 
unit of combat engineers, charged through sustained artil- 
lery and machine-gun fire and breached the defensive 
wire with satchel charges, bangalore torpedoes, and 
bamboo ladders. But the marines of Company K, 3/26, 
had been waiting for them. Before the enemy could fully 
exploit their initial success, the marines counterattacked 
down the trench lines and overran the attackers in brutal 
hand-to-hand fighting. By 5:15 a.w. Hill 861 was once 
again secure. 

The predicted attack on Hill 881 South never mate- 
rialized. But fifteen minutes after the battle for 861 ended, 
hundreds of 82wM mortar rounds, artillery shells, and 
122mm rockets slammed into the combat base, sending the 
marines scrambling into their bunkers and trenches. One 
of the first incoming rockets hit the main ammunition dump 
at the eastern end of the runway, and 1,500 tons of ord- 
nance burst into a mammoth, blinding explosion. Helicop- 
ters tumbled across the base, buildings and tents col- 
lapsed, fuel roared into flames, and thousands of burning 
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rifle, mortar, and artillery rounds rained down inside the 
perimeter. Some of the shells detonated upon impact; oth- 
ers "cooked off" and exploded later in the day. Another 
enemy round hit a cache of tear gas, releasing thick 
clouds of choking vapor that soon enveloped the entire 
base. The landing lights along the airsirip were knocked 
out, and the operable length of the runway itself was re- 
duced from 3,900 to 2,000 feet. 

As the day dawned, fires still burned at the base. A few 
supply planes landed on the battered airstrip, bringing 
some 24 tons of fresh supplies. But Colonel Lownds had 
estimated that it would require a minimum of 160 tons of 
supplies per day to sustain the combat base, and now he 
had just lost more than 90 percent of his ammunition. He 
also needed more men. The following day, January 22, the 
lst Battalion, 9th Marines—veterans of the siege of Con 
Thien and nicknamed "The Ghost Battalion" —arrived at 
Khe Sanh. Four days later they were joined by the ARVN 
37th Ranger Battalion. Lownds now had some 6,000 troops 
to defend Khe Sanh against an estimated enemy force of 
20,000 to 40,000 "hard-hat" NVA regulars. 

Supplying the combat base posed critical problems. 
The principal overland road into the base, Route 9, had 
been cut off by the enemy in August 1967, and all ammuni- 
tion and provisions had to be airlifted. Now the northeast 
monsoon was rapidly closing in, the airstrip was heavily 
damaged, and the North Vietnamese were littering the 
skies above Khe Sanh with antiaircraft fire. General 
Westmoreland and his staff nevertheless remained con- 
fident that they could get supplies in, that with sheer fire- 
power they could crush even a major assault, that they 
could hold Khe Sanh until the weather cleared. On Janu- 
ary 22, after personally selecting the targets for his B-52s, 
Westmoreland ordered the onrush of Niagara II. 


The decision to hold 


Not everyone shared Westmoreland's belief that Khe Sanh 
could, or even should, be successfully defended. Since 
mid-December, when national security adviser Walt Ros- 
tow reported that the Communists “intend to reenact an- 
other Dien Bien Phu,” President Johnson had closely 
monitored the situation, increasingly preoccupied by the 
possibility of a major military setback. Soon atter the siege 
begam he started making nightly visits to the White House 
Situation Room. Defending Khe Sanh was a gamble, and 
the president wasn't sure he liked the odds. 

Every day the president pored over his maps, read the 
latest cables from the war zone, and conferred with his 
advisers on the Khe Sanh situation. Every day he ques- 
tioned the chairman of the Joint Chiefs about the wisdom 
of the decision to hold Khe Sanh, and every day General 
Wheeler echoed Westmoreland’s confidence. Then he 
asked each member of the JCS to endorse the decision 
personally, an unprecedented request for a written guar- 


antee from the nation's highest-ranking military officers. 
On January 29 the Joint Chiefs complied. 

The president, however, still had serious misgivings. So 
did his chief military adviser, retired General Maxwell D. 
Taylor, former ambassador to South Vietnam and Gen- 
eral Wheeler's predecessor as chairman of the JCS. Not- 
ing the similarities between Khe Sanh and Dien Bien Phu, 
emphasizing the isolation of the base and the poor weather 
conditions, and pointing out that any defensive position can 
be taken if the enemy is willing to pay the price, Taylor 
suggested that withdrawal ought to be considered. 

While Lyndon Johnson pondered that advice, the enemy 
struck—not at Khe Sanh, but almost everywhere else in 
South Vietnam. With the shock of the Tet offensive the de- 
bate over whether or not to hold Khe Sanh came to an 
abrupt halt. “It was apparent,” General Taylor later re- 
called, “that the die was cast and we would have to fight it 
out on this line ... we ourselves had done a great deal to 
build up the importance of Khe Samh in the minds of the 
public, and it was going to be difficult to explain to our 
own people or anyone else that Khe Sanh was a minor 
outpost and the outcome of the battle unimportant.” The 
president now felt that he had little choice but to accept 


Westmoreland's gamble. Khe Sanh could not fall. There | 
could be no American Dien Bien Phu. | 

During the first days of February, discussion in the | 
White House turned to alternative courses of action that 
might relieve the pressure of the beleaguered combat | 
base. À diversionary amphibious landing along the coast | 
of North Vietnam was considered, as was the possibility of 
a drive westward through the DMZ, but it was ultimately | 
decided that too much time would be required for either | 
operation to exert any effect on the Khe Sanh battlefield. | 
These were not the only options under consideration. On | 
February 1 General Wheeler sent a top-secret cable to 
General Westmoreland raising the question of “whether 
tactical nuclear weapons should be used if the situation in 
Khe Sanh should become that desperate.” Westmoreland 
promptly replied that "the use of tactical nuclear weapons 
should not be required in the present situation.” But, he 
added, should the situation change dramatically, "I 
visualize that either tactical nuclear weapons or chemical 
agents would be active candidates for employment.” 

By his own admission, Westmoreland did not fully ap- 
preciate the atmosphere of crisis and gloom that gripped 
Washington in the wake of the Tet offensive. Unlike his 





North Vietnamese soldiers charge up a shell-scarred hillside northwest of Khe Sanh. Although rarely visible to allied troops, 
the NVA kept alive the threat of a full-scale assault with periodic attacks against outlying American positions. 
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commander in chief, he was not haunted by the specter of 
Dien Bien Phu. The analogy between the two sieges was 
perhaps inevitable, but in the general's view, it was false. 
Both bases were isolated, but Dien Bien Phu had been in 
a valey while Khe Sanh rested upon a plateau. The 
French had held no high ground, while the U.S. Marines 
commanded most of the important hills surrounding their 
base. The French airstrip had been closed on the first day 
| of the siege; at Khe Sanh the runway was open and West- 
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moreland was confident it would stay that way. The 
French had had few aircraft and only fair artillery sup- 
port; Ámerican firepower differed "by orders of magni- 
tude over that at Dien Bien Phu." 


Waitin' and diggin' 


Toward the end of January allied intelligence detected 
heavy and sophisticated radio traffic emanating from a 
site inside Laos. Believing that he had pinpointed "the 
North Vietnamese headquarters controlling forces around 
Khe Sanh, if not the entire northern region," suspecting 
further that General Giap himself might be there to direct 
the operation personally, Westmoreland ordered the 
single largest "Arc Light" strike of the war. On January 30, 
thirty-six B-52s crossed the Laotian border and dropped 
1,000 tons of bombs on the specified coordinates. Later in 
the day, nine more B-52s struck the same site. The radio 
signals stopped. 

Whether the bombings of January 30 forestalled a ma- 
jor attack on the combat base may never be known. But 
when the Tet offensive erupted the day after the strike, 
Khe Sanh was quiet. According to several captured NVA 
officers, it was these bombings that triggered the pre- 
mature attacks on the cities of I Corps and II Corps. For 
the marines stationed at Khe Sanh, it mattered little. They 
had been expecting a full-scale enemy assault every day 
since January 21, and every day they had had to prepare 
themselves for that possibility. Every day they endured the 
shocks of 50, 200, or 500 North Vietnamese shells, cmd 
every day they reinforced their positions—digging their 
trenches a foot deeper, laying down another roll of barbed 
wire, adding another sandbag to each bunker. "Just 
waitin’ and diggin’, one marine lamented. "That's all 
we're doing. Just waitin’ and diggin'.” 

Waiting and digging and watching took a toll on the 
marines, many of whom developed a blank look in their 
eyes known as "the 1,000 yard stare.” At night, to contend 
with the strain, they talked and sang, played cards and 
listened to music, smoked pot and shot rats for target 
practice. They stuck lucky playing cards in their helmet 
bands and wrote slogans on their helmet covers and flak 
jackets: “GOD WALKS WITH ME,” “VC GO HOME,” the 
name of a girl friend, or even “WHY ME?” They marked 
their calendars and established daily routines. On Hill 881 
South the day began with a ceremonial flag raising, ac- 
companied by a cacophonous bugle rendition of "To the 
Colors,” and then, in the distance, the sound of the first in- 
coming shells of the day. The marines of I Company knew 
that they had precisely twenty-one seconds before the 
rounds hit, but they stayed at attention until the flag had 
fully ascended the radio antenna that served as its pole. 
Then they scattered into their trenches and foxholes as the 
shells pounded their position. Minutes later cmother ban- 
ner went up, a pair of red panties called “Maggie's Draw- 


ers, the traditional sign of a miss on the training camp fir- 
ing range. 

If the defenders of Khe Sanh taunted their adversary, 
they also respected him. Most of the time he was invisible 
to the marines, concealed in the thick vegetation and im- 
penetrable gray mists beyond the base perimeter. Occa- 
sionally, however, NVA troops could be seen at night 
through “Starlight” scopes, moving furtively across the ter- 
rain or digging fresh trench lines. Then, during the day, 
the marines watched the American bombers, artillery, 
and helicopter gunships pummel the enemy positions and 
wondered how the NVA could take it. 

One particularly brave NVA soldier even became the 
camp pet. Dug into a spider hole some 180 meters from the 
perimeter, he raked the marines daily with .50-caliber 
machine-gun fire, aiming at anything that moved. The 
marines retaliated with their own marksmen, mortars, and 
thousands of beehive rounds from 106mm recoilless rifles, 
but the sniper kept popping up and firing back. Eventually 
a napalm strike was called in, inundating the position in 
liquid red-orange fire that burned for ten minutes. As the 
flames died out, the sniper again popped up and fired off 
a single round. The marines cheered. They nicknamed 
him “Luke the Gook,” and after that they hoped that noth- 
ing would happen to him. 

The marines resented their defensive posture. It was 
contrary to their training, contrary to their style, contrary 
to the heritage of the corps. For the record, in fact, the ma- 
rine command refused to concede that Khe Samh combat 
base was under siege, pointing out that troops continued 
to patrol beyond the perimeter. The patrols, however, 
were under orders to proceed no farther than 500 meters. 
Most of the time the marines stayed inside the wire, wait- 
ing for the enemy to strike. 


Lang Vei 


On February 2, an enemy rocket from Hill 881 North hit 
the U.S. Army Signal Corps bunker at the main base, in- 
stantly killing four soldiers and temporarily severing all 
contact with the outside world. Tension mounted, then sub- 
sided; there was no follow-up attack. 

Three days later the NVA mounted a night assault on 
Hill 861 Alpha and seized a portion of the hilltop before 
being halted by a thunderous artillery and mortar bar- 
rage. At the base and on nearby hills marines stared into 
the night, searching the shadows for evidence of enemy 
troops massing at the wire. Nothing happened. 

During the night of February 7, the enemy struck again. 
At half-past midnight Sergeant Nikolas Fragos detected 
movement at the wire of Lang Vei Special Forces camp. 
Perched atop an observation tower above the TOC, he 
peered into the flickering light of the flare that had been 
set off by the enemy advance and immediately radioed 
the command bunker: "We have tanks in our wire!” Cap- 


tain Frank C. Willoughby, the camp commander, was in- 
credulous. There had been recent reports that the enemy 
was moving armored vehicles into the area, but no one 
knew that the North Vietnamese had tanks. He ran up the | 
steps to see for himself. Two Soviet-made PT76 tanks slowly | 
clanked forward, scanning the compound with mounted 
searchlights, flattening bunkers, blasting away. Behind 
them came two NVA platoons armed with AK47s and 
flame throwers. Soon a third tank appeared, then two more. 

Inside his underground command post, Captain Will- 
oughby contacted Khe Sanh. He wanted a flareship, artil- 
lery support, air strikes—anything that was available and 
fast. Fifteen minutes later the first artillery shells from Khe 
Sanh smashed just outside the camp perimeter; ten min- 
utes atter that the fighter-bombers arrived. By then, how- 
ever, the situation at Lang Vei had already become des- 
perate. The defenders had immobilized the first three 
tanks, but the other two now rumbled freely inside the 
camp, destroying bunkers and gun emplacements at 
pointblank range. Another two tanks assaulted the base 
from the north, while four more penetrated the wire to the 
west. Two of the tanks began firing at the command post 
from a range of about ten meters, then one of them rolled 
onto the roof. Sappers threw grenades and satchel 
charges down the vents and stairwells. Willoughby or- 
dered all lights extinguished and called in artillery near 
his own position. He asked the marines to put into oper- 
ation a contingency plan to relieve Lang Vei. Fearing am- 
bush if they tried to reach the camp by land, unwilling to 
order a heliborne assault in the dark against enemy tanks, 
the marines refused. The defenders of Lang Vei would 
have to hold out until morning. 

The fighting continued for several hours, but ultimately 
the camp was overwhelmed. A few survivors fought their 
way out during the night, crept through NVA lines, and 
made it to Khe Sanh by morning. Others, including Will- 
oughby, were evacuated by helicopter the following day. 
Of the 500 troops at Lang Vei, most of them CIDG irregu- 
lars, 200 were dead or missing and 75 wounded. Of the 24 
Americans there, 10 had been killed. The camp itself had 
been reduced to a bleak, smoldering shell. 

Officially, the marine command denied that there was 
any direct connection between the assault on the Special 
Forces camp and the battle for Khe Sanh. But, as journal- 
ist Michael Herr observed, “After Lang Vei how could you | 
look out of your perimeter at night without hearing the 
treads coming?” The fall of the nearby outpost stirred the 
most deep-seated fear of the men at Khe Sanh: If the 
enemy wanted to take Khe Sanh they would come, and 
come, and keep on coming until the combat base became 
as empty and dark as Lang Vei. 

Yet after Lang Vei, the NVA ground probes abated, 
and the battle for Khe Sanh reverted to “a contest of sup- | 
porting arms.” Every day North Vietnamese shells and | 
rockets hammered the base; and every day the Americans 
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countered with another Niagara torrent. 

The most formidable threat to the base came from big 
130mm and 152mm guns high atop Co Roc Mountain in 
Laos. Concealed beneath camouflaged netting or 
mounted on tracks inside caves, firing erratically so that 
muzzle flashes would not betray their precise location, and 
vulnerable only to air strikes because of their distance 


! from the base, the batteries escaped destruction through- 


| out the siege. Other enemy positions proved equally diffi- 


. cult to pinpoint. Although a computerized Fire Support 
' Control Center made it possible to direct artillery fire on 


| 


any particular spot with forty seconds’ notice, the terrain, 


| the fog, and the movement of enemy troops compelled the 





| Americans to resort to "area fire." After selecting a par- 


ticular target "box"—500 meters square for a "micro-Arc 


Light,” a rectangle four times that size for a “mini-Arc 
Light"—fire coordinators at the base inundated the area 
with high-explosive shells. 

Air strikes intensified the manmade firestorm. Tactical 
aircraft—F-4 Phantoms, F-105 Thunderchiefs, A-4 Sky- 
hawks, and A-6A Intruders—flew approximately 300 sor- 
ties per day over Khe Sanh, dropping a total of 35,000 tons 
of bombs on suspected enemy positions. Even more devas- 
tating was the firepower of the B-52s. Flying from U.S. air 
bases in Guam, Thailand, and Okinawa, two cells of 
B-52s emptied their payloads every three hours, 
twenty-four hours a day. The bombs fell in numbers that 
were high even by World War II standards, with total esti- 
mates ranging from 59,000 to 96,000 tons. The aircratt flew 
so high over the are of the earth that the pilots never saw 














Lang Vei 





On the night of February 6, 1968, 
Camp Lang Vei, eight kilometers west of 
Khe Sanh, was manned by 24 U.S. Spe- 
cial Forces troops, a South Vietnamese 
Special Forces group, and approximately 
500 montagnard CIDG troops. In the 
early morning hours of February 7, the 
NVA attacked the base with a force of 
eleven Soviet-made PT76 tanks and ap- 
proximately 400 infantry troops with artil- 
lery support. 

Among the American defenders at 
Lang Vei was First Lieutenant Paul R. 
Longgrear, Mobile Strike Force company 
commander, who provided this record of 
the radio transmissions from the besieged 
outpost that night. (See glossary, below, 
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up and down the road [to the 
north of the camp]." 


February 6 0120 Bomber to FAC: "Got a B-57 with 
2230  Outposts report sporadic mortar funny bombs." 
and artillery fire incoming. 0124 FAC to 06: "Where do you want 


2310 Several stations communications 
check—no activity. 


the bombs?” 
06 to FAC: “All over the south side 


February 7 of the hill and along the road.” 

0030 MSFOP to transmission station 06: FAC to 06: “Where those flares 
“I think I have VC below me.” are?” 

0035 Sergeant Nikolas Fragos in TOC 06 to FAC: “Yes.” 


observation tower to 06: “They've 
got tanks!” 


FAC to 06: “Any friendlies?” 
06 to FAC: “No.” 


0039 Fragos to 06: “I don't know how 0128 28B to 06: “Troops are moving up 
many but they have tanks out on this position from two direc- 
there!” tions.” 

06: “Where in the hell are they?” 0130 09: “Uh-oh, the POL dump just 

0043  Fragos to 06: "We have two tanks went up!” 
in our wire!” 0132 28B to 06: "I think the enemy is in 

0047 Unknown station: “We've got five our old bunkers, Get some HE in 
tanks on line right at our wire!” there.” 

0054 Same unknown station: “We've got 0133 06 to marine artillery: “Fire ... 
tanks inside our wire—I said inside [garbled].” 
our wire!” 0134 Marine artillery to 06: “What kind 

0056- Many transmissions from all sta- of fuse?" 

0100 tons of noise, small arms fire, and 06 to marine artillery: “Oh hell! 
track vehicles. Mixed quick and delay, I guess.” 

0101 09 to 06: "There's one tank on the 0136 Many stations transmit, at times 
hill with us and a total of seven cutting each other out, 
tanks in all.” FAC to 06: “We've got two F-100s 

0102 06 to FAC: “Request air strike or with 750-pounders on standby.” 
anything else you can give us at 32B: “Christ, a bomb just fell on 
coordinates ... [north and west of our position!” 
camp].” 40: “There are two tanks on the 

0103 06 to FAC: “We need Spooky to main road by the mess hall on the 
work the south edge of the perime- road to Khe Sanh.” 
ter.” Unknown station: “Can you get the 

0109 06 to marine artillery: “We have LAW over here?” 


tanks coming up the road. Request 
fire number five. Keep it working 





Unknown station: “We don't have 


any more LAWs left.” 


their targets, and no one on the ground ever saw the 
B-52s. “All you saw,” one marine recalled, “was the air 
being ripped apart and the ground tremoring underneath 
you—and you bouncing in the air.” Yet they could strike 
with extraordinary precision. Toward the end of February, 
as the NVA began to extend their trench lines, the B-52 
strikes edged ever closer to the perimeter. “One hiccup,” 
said one air force commander, “and we would have deci- 
mated the base.” 

Equally vital to the survival of the base, and far more 
dangerous, were the missions flown by the pilots of the 
supply aircraft. Hampered by poor weather, exposed to 
“flak alley” as they approached the airstrip from the east, 
and even more vulnerable when they landed, the big 
C-130 cargo planes and C-123 “Providers” swept in and 


out of Khe Sanh as quickly as possible. Some pilots could 
land, unload, and be off again in less than three minutes. 
Others skimmed along a few feet above the runway while 
parachutes yanked large cargo pallets and sent them 
skidding into the base. All told, 455 planes managed to 
land at the base between January 21 and April 8. The 
North Vietnamese destroyed only 4. 

The cargo planes, however, were able to supply the 
marines with only 35 percent of their needs. Most supplies 
and ammunition had to be parachuted in or, when 
"zero-zero' (zero visibility-zero ceiling) weather set in, 
brought by helicopter. During February helicopters ferried 
some 465 tons of supplies to the main base. 

The terror of the airstrip, the persistent enemy shelling, 
the ebb and flow of anxiety and adrenalin, all made life at 
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0145 FAC to 06: “Where do you want 
that fire?” 

06 to FAC: “All over the area.” 
FAC to marine artillery: “Fire the 
preplanned fires right on his posi- 
tion.” 

FAC to bomber: “I want you to put 
those hard bombs to the east of the 
camp entrance right on the road. 
Jacksonville, 06 wants you to keep 
those flares coming!” 

FAC to 09: “Ive got one more 
bomb. Where do you want if?” 

06 to 09: “I think we got a tank 
down by the dispensary. There is 
another by supply. We didn't get 
it. There's one by supply.” 

FAC to 09: “I only have soft bombs. 
They spread out. Do you want 
them on the eastern end?” 

FAC to Spooky: “Put your fire on 
the eastern end of the perimeter.” 
09 to FAC: “We have a very active 
tank on each end of the perime- 
ter.” 

09 to FAC: “Tanks and a lot of in- 
fantry are coming into the camp!” 
09 lo FAC: “They are coming in 
from each end of the camp. We 
will have to do something soon!” 
Marine artillery to FAC: “Can we 
help?” 

FAC to 09: 
help?" 

09 to FAC: “Yes! Flares! Flares! 
Flares!” 

09 to FAC: “There are more tanks 
coming! We've got to do some- 
thing!” 

FAC to 09: “We've got bombs. Do 


0150 


0151 


0157 


0200 


0208 


0209 


0210 


0215 


0216 


“Can Jacksonville 


0218 


0220 





you want them on the eastern end 
ol your position?" 


0221 09 to 06: "Those tanks are tearing 
up 104 Company!" 

0222 FAC to 09: "Fighters are coming 
down to take a look at it now." 

0223 09 to 06: “Tanks coming our way!" 

0225 FAC to second FAC: “Im out of 
rockets, Can you mark the trail at 
the east entrance oí the camp?" 
Second FAC 1o first FAC: "Let me 
get oriented and I think I can get 
it.” 

0227 09 to FAC: “There is a tank coming 
up on the TOC!” 

0230 09 to 06 to FAC: “There is a tank 


right on top of the TOC and it's 
giving us fits! We knocked one 
out.” 
0230- FAC attempts fo contact 06 and 09. 
0238 
0238 FAC to 09: “Do you want us to put 
something on that tank?” 
09 to FAC: "No!" 
0239- FAC cannot contact any element at 
0245 Lang Vei. 
0245 FAC to 09: "Where do you want 
the bombs?" 
09 to FAC: "Put the bombs just 
south of the green star cluster to 
get the tank. We're moving off the 
This was the last transmission monitored 
from any station in Camp Lang Vei. 


TRANSMITTING STATIONS 
06: Captain Frank C. Willoughby, in the TOC 
09: Sergeant First Class Michoel W. Craig 


28B: Specialist 5 William G. McMurray and staff 
Sergeant Dennis L. Thompson 


32B: Sergeant Richard H. Allen 





40: Sergeant First Class Earl F. Burke 

FAC: forward air controller (airborne) 

Marine Artillery/“Jacksonville”: artillery head- 
quartered at Khe Sanh 


MSFOP: Mobile Strike Force observation post, manned 
by Sergeant First Class Kenneth Hanna and 
Sergeant First Class Charles W. Lindewald 


TERMS 

FFE: “fire lor efíect"—aim and fire artillery at a di- 
rected target. 

funny bombs/soft bombs:iragmenting explosives, 
sometimes with variable time luses, also known as 
cluster bomb units (CBUs). 

hard bombs: conventional! nonfragmenting explosives. 

HE: high explosive artillery. 

"number five” & “number eight”: artillery targets pre- 
planned in case ol attack. 

POL: petroleum, oil, and lubricants. 

shifting fires: moving artillery target. 

Spooky: call sign of AC-47 gunship with Gatling guns 
and illumination flares. 


Lieutenant Longgrear is helped to an evac- 


uation helicopter at Khe Sanh. He was one 
of fourteen American survivors of the North 
Vietnamese attack on Lang Vei. 





Khe Sanh something to be endured. Overcrowding added 
to the burden. The entire area of the main base was less 
than two miles long and a mile wide, and by early Febru- 


| ary the place was a mess. Buildings lay in pieces. Debris 


littered the perimeter. Everywhere there were piles of 
empty shell casings, C-ration cans, splinters of wood, and 
chunks of shrapnel. Bunkers reeked of mold and decay, 
sweat, and urine. Rats skittered around, and sometimes 
on, sleeping marines. Khe Sanh, one reporter observed, 
looked “like a shanty slum on the outskirts of Manila.” 

At the end of February a marine patrol discovered a 
network of enemy trench lines, some more than a mile 
long, leading toward the combat base. Fearing that the 
Communists might attempt to tunnel under Khe Sanh as 
they had at Dien Bien Phu, and dynamite the marines 
from below, General Westmoreland declared an "imme- 
diate emergency,” dispatched a seismographic team to 
the base, and called in the B-52s. But the enemy kept on 
digging, adding as much as 90 meters a night, until some 
of the trenches extended to within 320 meters of the base 
perimeter. Others began to branch out into Ts, usually the 
final stage of preparation before assault ramps were put 
in place. March 13, the anniversary of the first attacks on 
Dien Bien Phu, was only two weeks away. It was begin- 
ning to look as if history would repeat itself. 
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A B-52 Stratofortress headed for Khe Sanh on an Operation Niagara run takes off from Guam. Flying in cells of three and strik- 


The marines once again steeled themselves for a 
full-scale NVA assault. But March 13 passed quietly. So 
did the weeks that followed. The shelling continued, but 
patrols were finding that some of the enemy trenches had 
been abandoned weeks before. The threat had suddenly 
dissolved. The defenders were alone. 





Pegasus 





Why the North Vietnamese decided to withdraw from Khe 
Sanh remains a matter of conjecture. According to one in- 
terpretation, by early March it had become clear to the 
Communist high command that they could never overrun 
the base and that any further sacrifice of men and mate- 
riel was pointless. Other analysts contend that the aban- 
donment of Khe Sanh was directly related to the collapse 
of Communist efforts to hold Hue and gain control of 
Quang Tri and Thua Thien provinces. Still another possi- 
bility is that the Communists never intended to overrun 
Khe Sanh and withdrew because they had achieved their 
objective: to divert allied forces away from the cities. 
Whatever the reason, as the NVA moved out and the 
weather began to clear, General Westmoreland decided 
that the time had come to relieve Khe Sanh. Since the ma- 
rine command had insisted all along that the base was not 
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ing every ninety minutes on average, the bombers made the 5,500-mile round trip in twelve hours. 
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Arc Light strike. Each B-52 carried up to 54,000 pounds of bombs, with a combined force so devastating that the concussion 
could kill even those hiding in deep caves and underground shelters. 


besieged, he was careful to point out that the operation in- 
volved “not relief in the sense of rescue ... but relief in the 
sense of reopening ground contact and eliminating the 
enemy with mobile operations.” The army and the ma- 
rines would coordinate offensive operations and eventu- 
ally link up outside the base. 

The U.S. Army 1st Cavalry Division (Airmobile) spear- 
headed the operation, code-named Pegasus, with an air 
assault east of Khe Sanh on the morning of April 1. 
Charged with the task of reopening Highway 9 and elimi- 
nating any enemy troops still lingering in the area, the | st 
Air Cav met only token resistance. They did, however, dis- 
cover traces of the enemy, including caches of unopened 
enemy supply crates and neat rows of abandoned AK47s, 
as well as ample evidence of the destructiveness of Ameri- 
can firepower. "The place was absolutely denuded," Gen- 
eral Tompkins later remarked, "The trees were gone ... 
everything was gone. Pockmarked and ruined and burnt 
... like the surface of the moon." They also found hun- 
dreds of enemy corpses, some buried in shallow graves, 
others lying where they had fallen. 

On April 11, four days before Pegasus came to an 
end, General Westmoreland flew to Washington to confer 
with the president. Standing on the White House lawn, he 
announced that Route 9 was once again open; the battle 
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of Khe Sanh was over. In his official report, the general 
lavished praise on every branch of the American military 
for its role in the victory: the marines for their "heroic de- 
fense"; the combat engineers for their "herculean" efforts 
in reopening the main road to the base; and the supply 
units for having performed "the premier logistical feat of 
the war." The highest approbation, however, was be- 
stowed upon those who had contributed to "one of the 
heaviest cmd most concentrated displays of firepower in 
the history of warfare." Army and marine artillery units 
had fired 158,891 rounds during the siege, establishing a 
ratio of more than 10 outgoing rounds to every 1 incoming. 
The air force had flown 9,691 bombing sorties over Khe 
Sanh, the marines 7,078, and the navy 5,337. Yet the "key 
to success, the big gun, ihe heavyweight of firepower," 
was the B-52 strikes. As Westmoreland later told B-52 pi- 
lots and crews stationed on Guam: "Without question, the 
amount of firepower put on that piece of real estate ex- 
ceeded anything that had ever been seen before in history 
by amy foe, and the enemy was hurt, his back was broken, 
by airpower .. . basically the fire of the B-52s." 

Two months later, on June 17, the marines at Khe Sanh 
began to dismantle their base, blowing up bunkers, filling 
in trench lines, trucking supplies and ammunition down 
Route 9. The news provoked immediate criticism in the 
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In a classic display of airmobility tactics, fleets of helicopters swept westward carrying men and supplies to relieve the marines 
at Khe Sanh in the first two weeks of April. Here a CH-54 Tarhe helicopter delivers ammunition to a U.S. Army artillery unit. 








Operation Pegasus 


Mission accomplished. Soldiers of the 2d 
after reaching their destination on April 8. 
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| “The place was 

| absolutely denuded 
... like the surface 
ofthe moon,” 
General Rathvon 
McC. Tompkins 

| remembered about 
the Khe Sanh area 





after the siege. 


U.S. press. Journalists wanted to know why the “western 
anchor" of allied defenses in I Corps, the gateway to the 
main NVA infiltration route into South Vietnam, the major 
Communist objective of the Tet campaign, had suddenly 
become so dispensable. They were told that the enemy 
had changed his tactics and reduced his forces; that the 
NVA had carved out new infiltration routes; that the allies 
now had enough troops to carry out mobile operations; 
that a fixed base was no longer necessary. "We don't 
want any more Khe Sanhs,” said one marine junior officer. 
"To defeat an enemy, you've got to keep moving. We're 
through sitting in one place amd taking our lumps." 


Questions of strategy 


The relief amd subsequent abandonment of Khe Sanh left 
many crucial questions unanswered: questions about the 
relationship between the siege of the remote marine out- 
post and the countrywide attacks on the cities; questions 
about Hanoi's short- and long-range motives in launching 
the Tet offensive; questions of strategy. 

From the outset General Westmoreland had main- 
tained that the Communists would mount their “main ef- 
fort” in northern I Corps. The Tet attacks represented a 
“diversionary effort,” a “desperate gamble” designed to 
lure allied troops from 1 Corps, pave the way for a take- 
over of Quang Tri and Thua Thien provinces, and possi- 
bly, precipitate a negotiated settlement. The key to that 
campaign, according to Westmoreland, was the battle of 
Khe Sanh. Had the North Vietnamese succeeded in over- 
running the combat base, not only would they have in- 
flicted a major defeat upon the Americans, but they would 
also have freed three full NVA divisions to reinforce units 
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operating in the populated coastal lowlands, including 
Hue. By holding their ground, the Americans had instead 
inflicted "one of the most damaging, one-sided defeats 
among many that the North Vietnamese incurred.” 

Fifteen years later, military analysts and historians still 
could not agree about the accuracy of Westmoreland's as- 
sessment. On the one hand, the overall pattern of Com- 
munist operations in northern I Corps—the heavy build-up 
of NVA forces along the Laotian border and inside the 
DMZ, the initiation of the siege of Khe Sanh, the simultane- 
ous Tet attacks on allied communication and supply lines, 
widespread village takeovers and the establishment of a 
“revolutionary” government in Hue, the shift of three NVA 
regiments from Khe Sanh to Hue in mid-February—sug- 
gests a concerted, coordinated effort to gain control of 
Quang Tri and Thua Thien provinces. lt is also clear that 
Westmoreland's reinforcement of allied defenses in the 
north, particularly the timely deployment of the lst Air 
Cavalry Division to Quang Tri just before Tet, severely 
disrupted Communist plans. On the other hand, there is 
reason to believe that Westmoreland misjudged the role of 
Khe Sanh in the enemy's tactical planning. According to 
many analysts, including the authors of the MACV Com- 
mand History for 1968, the siege of Khe Sanh was a “feint” 
designed to divert U.S. military resources and attention 
away from the populated regions before Tet. Others liken 
the siege to an "option play." The NVA, they argue, was 
prepared to overrun the base if the opportunity arose but 
was content to hold its positions as long as MACV main- 
tained an investment in the defense of Khe Sanh. 

À variety of evidence tends to support these "diversion" 
theories. To begin with, the North Vietnamese initiated the 
siege ten days prior to the onset of the Tet offensive. If Khe 


Sanh were really a primary target, the late Brigadier 
General S. L. A. Marshall observed, it was unlike the 
Communists to “telegraph punches this way.” Nor did the 
NVA attempt to exploit the dire ammunition shortage 
caused by their opening rocket attack. Subsequent enemy 
shelling never approached the dimensions of other sieges. 
At Dien Bien Phu, Vietminh gunners pounded the French 
with an average of 2,000 rounds per day; at Khe Sanh the 
daily average was 105 rounds. Similarly, the ominous net- 
work of trenches at Khe Sanh was “nothing like the maze 
of diggings that strangled Dien Bien Phu.” Perhaps most 
telling of all, the enemy never touched Khe Sanh's sole 
water source, a stream more than 500 meters from the 
base. According to General Tompkins, had they con- 
taminated the stream the allies would not have been able 
to provide Khe Sanh with enough water. 

Yet to suggest that the enemy never intended to overrun 
Khe Sanh does not necessarily mean that the allies failed 
to achieve their own purposes. Among Westmoreland's 
principal reasons for holding the base was that it offered 
an unprecedented opportunity to kill large numbers of 
enemy troops at minimal cost in American lives. If Giap 
was willing to expose 20,000 to 40,000 NVA regulars to the 
fearsome might of the U.S. arsenal, Westmoreland was 
more than willing to call his bet. When the American com- 
mand later announced that 10,000 Communist soldiers 
had been killed at Khe Sanh, it seemed that West- 
moreland had been right all along. The accuracy of that 
figure, however, remains open to question. 

Estimates of enemy losses, like the original intelligence 
estimates of the number of NVA troops at Khe Sanh, were 
established almost exclusively by indirect means: sensor 
readings, sightings of secondary explosions, reports of de- 
fectors or prisoners of war, inference, and extrapolation. 
Feeding these findings into their computers, together with 
data on the expenditure of allied firepower, MACV sys- 
tems analysts concluded that 49 to 65 percent of the be- 
sieging force had been killed or seriously wounded—be- 
tween 9,800 and 13,000 men. Presumably these estimates 
took into account shifts in NVA troop deployments during 
the siege, such as the three regiments that surprisingly 
materialized outside Hue. What remains unclear is 
whether they also allowed for evasive enemy action. Two 
NVA officers who defected to the allies, and four other 
captured prisoners, all claimed in separate interviews that 
their units had received advance warnings, including 
takeoff times and tentative coordinates, of American B-52 
strikes. The source of the timely alerts, which provided be- 
tween two and twenty-four hours’ notice, was unknown. 
But American officials later speculated that they came ei- 
ther from Russian trawlers in the western Pacific or from 
intercepted messages originating at Tan Son Nhut. “The 
heavyweight of firepower,” it seemed, had been mis- 
directing a lot of its blows. 

Although the “kill ratio” at Khe Sanh may not have 


been so favorable as the American command maintained, 
Communist losses throughout South Vietnam during the 
first three months of 1968 were staggering. The official esti- 
mates of more than 72,000 enemy soldiers killed provoked 
a good deal of skepticism. But even if that total were re- 
duced by half, it would still represent an enormous sacri- 
fice of troops, the vast majority of whom came from the 
ranks of the Vietcong. 

The question is, to what end? What did the Communist 
high command hope to achieve by launching the Tet of- 
fensive in tandem with the siege of Khe Sanh, hurling tens 
of thousands of soldiers into a single battle destined to fall 
short of “final victory”? Was the Tet campaign an act of 
desperation on the part of the North Vietnamese, a 
“go-for-broke” effort to bring about a rapid political solu- 
tion because "protracted" warfare wasn't working? If so, 
why did the NVA commit so few of its own troops to the at- 
tacks on the cities, thereby virtually insuring that many VC 
units would be decimated in the allied counterattack? 
Were they held back because the initial assaults had 
been less successful than anticipated? Or rather, as some 
have speculated, was the sacrifice of the VC a devious 
ploy intended to insure Hanoi's control of the southern in- 
surgency? Did North Vietnam's leaders believe that they 
would break the back of ARVN, foment a General Up- 
rising in the cities, and seize the two northern provinces at 
a single blow? Or were their actual objectives more 
modest? 

The full scope of Hanoi's plan—the details, the priorities, 
the contingencies—remains shrouded in uncertainty. The 
general outlines, however, are clear. They chose to attack 
when the allies least expected—during the Tet holiday 
when half of all ARVN troops were on leave and a 
cease-fire was in effect everywhere but in I Corps. They 
struck where the allies were most vulnerable—in the cities, 
which had previously been spared the trauma of battle 
and were under the protection of South Vietnamese forces. 
And they directed their efforts primarily against RVNAF 
and GVN installations, not at the Americans. 

Driving the Americans out of South Viemam had been 
the chief tactical goal of Communist military strategists 
since 1965, and as recently as September 1967 General 
Giap had reaffirmed that objective in his annual review of 
the war, a tract entitled “Big Victory, Great Task.” Ac- 
knowledging that the Americans had proved a far tougher 
foe than the French, that the superiority of U.S. firepower 
and mobility posed serious problems for his own troops, 
and that Communist tactics were in need of revision, Giap 
in effect conceded that the Communists were not winning 
the war. But neither, in his view, were they losing it. For all 
their failings, they had succeeded in depriving the Ameri- 
cans of the one thing the U.S. wanted, and needed, most: a 
quick victory. They had forced the Americans to commit 
themselves to a protracted war, and in so doing they had 
tipped the odds in their own favor. The war might last 
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“five, ten, twenty or more years,” he wrote, but as long as 
the Communists kept on fighting, eventually the Ameri- 
cans would leave. 

But if time were truly an ally of the Communists, why 
should they launch so bold, and so risky, a venture as the 
Tet offensive? The turgid prose of Giap's tract reveals 
nothing about the decision that had already been made in 
Hanoi. Nor does the general discuss the extent to which 
U.S. efforts had forced the North Vietnamese to reshape 
their strategic thinking. In the North, the “Rolling Thunder” 
bombing campaign had not broken Hanoi's will to fight or 
appreciably diminished the flow of NVA troops and sup- 
plies into South Vietnam. But it had seriously disrupted the 
country's industrial base and transportation system, 
forced the government to allocate hundreds of thousands 
of workers to repair bomb damage, and necessitated a 
heavier reliance on Russian and Chinese aid. In the 
South, the unexpectedly large American build-up had 
compelled Hanoi to commit ever-increasing numbers of its 
own troops, while allied pacification efforts were begin- 


| ning to make some headway in the countryside. 





Far more threatening to the Communists than rural 
pacification was the process they called gom dan, or 


_ “herding in'—the flight of refugees from the countryside to 


GVN relocation camps and the cities. One 1967 NVA re- 
port from Phu Yen Province in the central highlands ad- 
mitted the loss of 200,000 villagers from Communist control 
attributing it to “enemy sweep operations and [the allied] 
plan of settlement of the people.” Total estimates ranged 
between 500,000 and a million people per year. Not only 
did this mass migration bring large numbers of people un- 
der the control of the Saigon government, but it severely 
cut into the Communists’ principal base for recruitment 
and supply. 

The Communists thus found themselves in a difficult po- 
sition. Committed in principle to a strategy of protracted 
warlare, they had fought the allies to a military stalemate 
and possessed enough human and material resources to 
keep the war going indefinitely. But in the decisive battle 
for control of the South Vietnamese population they were 
losing ground. 

The Americans, meanwhile, seemed more confident 
than ever of their ability to win the military struggle. All 
that was needed was time: time to grind the Communists 


| into submission; time to strengthen the newly elected Sai- 
| gon government; time to win the allegiance of the South 


Vietnamese people. 

By the end of 1967, the Vietnam War had become a 
race against time, not only for the allies, but for the Com- 
munists as well. In launching the Tet offensive, Hanoi de- 
cided to accelerate the pace. By attacking the cities in 
force, the Communists transformed the entire country into 


| a battle zone: shattering the illusion of security for millions 


living under GVN control; inviting the Americans to un- 
leash their awesome firepower on the homes of those they 


56 


sought to protect; and causing painful social and eco- 
nomic dislocation everywhere. By striking at ARVN and 
the seats of government authority, and directing only sec- 
ondary attacks against U.S. bases, they heightened ten- 
sions between the South Vietnamese and their American 
allies and provoked doubts about the quality of American 
intelligence. By forcing Revolutionary Development teams 
to retreat to the cities, they created a virtual vacuum in the 
countryside and set back the timetable of allied pacifica- 
tion. And by raising the stakes once again, they compelled 
the American government, and the American people, to 
reevaluate their commitment to South Vietnam. 

Yet for all their successes, the Communists did not 
achieve their optimum goal: to instigate a popular na- 
tional uprising against the GVN that would open the way 
to a coalition government. What ultimately undermined 
the Communists' strategy was the unexpected resiliency of 
ARVN, compounded by the deficiencies of their own 
troops. Despite extensive preparations, and despite the 
advantages of secrecy and surprise, Communist units time 
and again failed their assigned missions. Only in a few 
cities were they able to hold on long enough to reinforce 
their positions, and only in Hue were they able to establish 
a working, if short-lived, revolutionary government. That 
they benefited from some degree of popular support is un- 
deniable, but for the most part that support was passive. 
People did not report to allied authorities on Communist 
troop movements and infiltration prior to Tet, and during 
the battles most complied with Communist demands 
rather than resist. Yet only in a few instamces did they 
heed the calls to “rise up” against the Saigon regime and 
the Americans. ARVN did not buckle, the GVN did not fall, 
and the vaunted General Uprising did not occur. 

On February 4, Westmoreland cabled Washington with 
his assessment of the impact of the Tet offensive: 


From a realistic point of view we must accept the fact that the 
enemy has dealt the GVN a severe blow. He has brought the 
war to the towns and cities and has inflicted damage and casu- 
alties on the population. Homes have been destroyed; distribu- 
tion of the necessities of life has been interrupted. Damage has 
been inflicted to the LOCs and the economy has been disrupted. 
Martial law has been invoked, with stringent curfews in the 
cities. The people have felt directly the impact of the war. 


It was a sobering appraisal, but it was also, as he points 
out, “realistic.” In the wake of the Tet offensive the myth of 
steady “progress” dissolved, and the "light at the end of 
the tunnel” dimmed. What the final outcome of the current 
campaign would be, no one could say for sure. But this 
much was clear: the war would go on. And while ques- 
tions of military strategy and tactics would be decided by 
the politicians and generals, questions of victory or defeat 
would be decided by those who “felt directly the impact of 
the war’’—the people of South Vietnam. In the meantime, 
the people of the United States rendered their own verdict. 


Seventy-Seven Days 


Sitting atop an Ontos, a marine stares into the dawn mists at Khe Sanh, looking for signs of enemy movement one week before Tet 
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A marine scrambles across ammunition pallets looking for burning debris as enemy rounds slam into the base. 








Dienbienphu, Dienbienphu. Look, it's not 
always true that history repeats itself. 

Khe Sanh didn't try to be, nor could it 
have been, a Dienbienphu. Khe Sanh 
wasn't that important to us. Or it was only 
to the extent that it was important to the 
Americans—in fact, at Khe Sanh their 
prestige was at stake. 

Because just look at the usual paradox 
that you will always find with the Ameri- 
cans: As long as they stayed in Khe Sanh 
to defend their prestige, they said Khe 
Sanh was important; when they aban- 
doned Khe Sanh, they said Khe Sanh had 
never been important. 

Besides, don't you think we won at Khe 
Sanh? I say yes. 

—General Vo Nguyen Giap 
Khe Sanh will stand in history, I am con- 
vinced, as a classic example of how to 
defeat a numerically superior besieging 
force by coordinated application of fire- 
power. 


—General William C. Westmoreland 
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Vast mounds of empty shell casings testify to the volume of artillery hurled back at the enemy. 
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The enemy was supported not only by the 
usual rockets and mortars but also mod- 
ern artillery up to and including 130mm 
guns and the 152mm gun howitzer. This 
was the only place in Vietnam where the 
enemy was equipped with artillery. ... 
We were never able to silence [it]. 
—General Rathvon McC. Tompkins, 
commander, 3d Marine Division 


They were hitting us with rockets, day af- 
ter day, after day. All we could do was 
take it, and call in close air support. They 
wouldn't let us go after them. 
—Corporal William Huston 
Being in Khe Sanh is like sitting in an 
electric chair and waiting for someone to 
pull the switch. 
—Airman Second Class Allen Belcher 


We huddled together in the bunker, 
shoulders high and necks pulled in to 


| leave no space between helmet and flak 


jacket. There is no describing an artillery 
barrage. The earth shakes, clods of dirt 
fall from the ceiling, and shrapnel makes 
a repulsive singing through the air. 
—Newsweek reporter John Donnelly 


Some of our guys have to be out in the 
open, even when the incoming is heavy. 
They have to make sure the ammo gets to 
the guns so we can fire back. That's the 
trouble. 

—Staff Sergeant Sam Pearson 


Everything I see is blown through with 
smoke, everything is on fire everywhere. 
It doesn't matter that memory distorts; 
every image, every sound comes back out 
of smoke and the smell of things burning. 
—Journalist Michael Herr 


You never know when it's coming, so why 

worry about it. If it's got your name on it, 

you won't know what hit you anyway. 
—unidentified marine at Khe Sanh 


We didn't know from day to day what 
was going to happen. We never asked 
ourselves, “Why didn't they come in?” We 
didn't want to know why they didn't. 
—Lance Corporal Robert Houck 


Marines seek cover as an enemy rocket 
roars into one of the base's ammunition 
dumps, triggering a blinding secondary 
explosion. 
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| Top and above. Survivors of a thirty-man patrol ambushed by the NVA struggle back to the main base, dragging their wounded to cover. 
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The term “siege,” in the strictest 





the word, was somewhat of a 
because the Allies conducted a number of 
daily patrols, often as far as 50 
from their own lines. 





—Capiain Moyers S. Shore, Il 


The Battle for Khe Sanh 


They would go out on patrol, to do what I 
dont know, and they were promptly 
slaughtered. It didn't seem to me to prove 
anything. I mean, we have airplanes, 
why send out a foot patrol? It just struck 
me as a waste of human beings ... I 
thought it was damn silly. 

—Corpsman Richard Heath 


There were three doctors and about 
twelve corpsmen attached to Charlie 
Med. There really weren't any operating 
tables. We had about six stretchers. 
When they came in, the stretcher became 
the table. 

We helped treat men in great pain 
and grave danger. Men with legs nearly 
amputated from shrapnel wounds and 
with arms severed off at the shoulder; oth- 
ers with brain damage and ugly head 
wounds. And pale-faced men who never 
knew that their time on earth was over. 

—Corpsman Heath 


When I get back, I'm going to open a bar 
especially for the survivors of Khe Sanh. 
And any time it gets two deep at that bar, 
Ill know someone is lying. 

—Lieutenant C. J. Stack 





Charlie Med, 3:00 AM Doctors work quickly to save the leg of a wounded marine in the un- 
derground medical bunker. More than 1,500 men were treated during the siege. 











Mes Sí 


It was a shocking image. With the sound of small 
firearms crackling in the background. a slight 
man is led up a Saigon street by Vietnamese ma- 
rines. Hands tied behind his back, the mem is 
identified by the correspondent on the scene as a 
Vietcong officer, yet he wears no uniform or mili- 
tary insignia—only a short-sleeved pleid shirt, 
black shorts, and semdals. He has obviously been 
beaten. As he moves closer to the hand-held 
camera, another man comes into view: General 
Nguyen Ngoc Lom, chief of South Vietnam's 
National Police. Loem draws a revolver and be- 
gins waving away onlookers as the prisoner is 
brought to a halt. Then, with unexpected sudden- 
ness, the general's spindly right arm extends 
toward the prisoner, the barrel of his revolver 
seemingly inches from the mem's right temple. 
Loem squeezes the trigger. The prisoner's face 
grimaces in anguish. He falls backward to the 
ground, blood spurting from the open wound in 
his head. 
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The grisly sequence lasted only fifty-two seconds. But it 
left an indelible impression upon the minds and memories 
of the estimated 20 million Americans who watched the 
NBC "Huntley-Brinkley Report" on February 2, 1968. Like 
most television news clips, edited and packaged for rapid 
mass consumption, it told an incomplete story. The viewing 
audience did not know that the battle sounds they heard 
in the background had been added in the studio for effect; 
that the wide-angle lens had distorted the actual distance 
between executioner and victim; that the shot itself had 
| been edited out because a passer-by had stepped in front 
| of the camera at the moment of firing. Nor were they told 

anything about the enigmatic General Loan, a self- 
described "romantic" more popularly known as the "ter- 
ror of Saigon," or about the anonymous Vietcong officer 
whose moment of death had been electronically projected 
into their living rooms. What the American public saw 
was only an imperfect representation of reality, one small 
fragment of a complex war removed from its context and 
frozen in time. Yet that small fragment also conveyed an 
undeniable truth about the cruel and brutal character of 
the Vietnam War. 


“I thought we were winning the war!" 


By 1968, of course, most Americans had grown accus- 
tomed to images of death and destruction emanating from 
Vietnam. They littered the pages of daily newspapers and 
weekly news magazines and provided common fare for 
network news shows. They reminded Americans that the 
nation was at war and that the war continued. 

With the onset of the Tet offensive, however, media cov- 
erage of the Vietnam War changed dramatically. If the 
179 accredited U.S. correspondents in-country were over- 
extended in normal circumstances, the unanticipated 
magnitude of the attacks as well as the dizzying pace of 
developments strained American news organizations to 
their technical and human limits. Where previous cov- 
erage had tended to present a well-ordered vision of the 
war—with on-the-scene reports providing representative 
glimpses of organized operations, features on new Ameri- 
can weaponry, and periodic assessments of political and 
military progress—early reports of the countrywide Com- 
munist offensive reflected nothing so much as a pervasive 
sense of chaos. 

Saturated with wire reports from the war zone and un- 
der constant competitive pressure to get the story out first, 
newspapers printed confusing and sometimes contradic- 
tory accounts. Television correspondents crouched down 
to comment on the “raw footage” that flickered across the 


Preceding page. In one of the most famous incidents of the 
Vietnam War, General Nguyen Ngoc Loan executes a Viet- 
cong officer in a Saigon street, February 1. 
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TV screen, as bullets ricocheted and shells exploded in the 
background. Some of the scenes, like those showing refu- 
gees fleeing their burning homes or American jets swoop- 
ing out of the sky, were familiar enough. But many were 
not: the bodies of VC sappers strewn across the grounds 
of the U.S. Embassy compound, fighting in the streets of 
Saigon and Hue, large portions of South Vietnamese 
towns shattered by allied bombs, and, in a significant de- 
parture from previous practice, American soldiers falling 
in battle. While it is difficult to gauge the overall impact of 
this avalanche of war news upon the general public, 
many Americans shared the reaction of TV newsman 
Walter Cronkite. “What the hell is going on?” he ex- 
claimed as initial reports of the offensive reached the CBS 
news room. "I thought we were winning the war!” 

Cronkite's alarm was understandable. For years, U.S. 
officials and many reporters in Washington and Saigon 
had been reporting progress in South Vietnam, and in re- 
cent months the Johnson administration had made a con- 
certed effort to “get the message out” that “we are win- 
ning." Concerned about the increasingly widespread view 
that the war was a military “stalemate,” the adminis- 
tration had launched an all-out public relations campaign 
during the fall of 1967 to "sell" its war policy to the Ameri- 
can public. Under the direction of presidential adviser 
Walt W. Rostow, chief of the White House Psychological 
Strategy Committee, the "Success Offensive," as it came to 
be called, inundated the major news media with a wave 
of effusive optimism. Every statistical index of progress, 
from "body counts" and "kill ratios" to "overland road 
haul (in thousands of short tons)," was fed to selected or- 
gans ol the popular press. The charts and graphs, state- 
ments and statistics, all pressed the same story. "We are 
beginning to win this struggle," asserted Vice President 
Hubert Humphrey on NBC's "Today" show in mid- 
November. "We are on the offensive. Territory is being 
gained. We are making steady progress." 

The campaign reached its peak in mid-November, 
when the president summoned Ambassador Ellsworth 
Bunker, pacification chief Robert W. Komer, and General 
Westmoreland to Washington for what was officially 
billed as a "high-level policy review." While Bunker and 
Komer both echoed the code words "steady progress," 
Westmoreland was more emphatic. "I am absolutely cer- 
tain that whereas in 1965 the enemy was winning, today 
he is certainly losing," he declared in a speech at the Na- 
tional Press Club on November 21. "We have reached an 
important point when the end begins to come into view." 

To some extent the "Success Offensive" achieved its in- 
tended purposes. By the end of the year the polls showed 
a 6 percent increase in popular approval of the presi- 
dent's Vietnam policy. Yet for all its efforts, the adminis- 
tration was unable to close the "credibility gap" between 
its own rosy assessments and the pessimistic press reports 
issuing from the war zone. As one New York Times edito- 


rial pointed out in late November, "The long road the 
United States had traveled to its present heavy involve- 
ment in Southeast Asia is littered with similar expressions 
of official expectations that were never fulfilled.” 

More confused than convinced, more doubtful than 
despairing, most Americans on the eve of 1968 adopted a 
similar "wait-and-see" attitude. While doves continued to 
call for a negotiated settlement and hawks urged stronger 
military measures, both groups were united in the desire 
to end the war as soon as possible. For the most part, nei- 
ther was yet prepared to recommend the abandonment of 
South Vietnam. Then came Tet. 


Widening the “credibility gap” 


If the initial press response to the outbreak of the Tet offen- 
sive was marked by shock and confusion, the hasty 
assessments put forward by officials in Washington and 
Saigon only raised more questions than they answered. 
General Westmoreland's claim that the “enemy's 
well-laid plans went afoul,” the president's assertion that 
“we have known for some time that this offensive was 
planned by the enemy,” the repeated official description 
of the attacks as a “complete failure,” all seemed to many 
observers to perpetuate the same myths that had charac- 
terized the sanguine progress reports of the previous fall. 
“If we expected attacks,” the Baltimore Sun wanted to 
know, “why were we caught utterly by surprise?” “Some- 


thing enormous has gone wrong,” declared the Cleveland 
Press, “and it cannot be shrugged off with the kind of 
flimsy explanations given so far.” 

In the absence of a persuasive official interpretation, 
many newspapers delivered their own judgments. What 
the attacks demonstrated, according to the St Louis 
Post-Dispatch, was “the hollowness of the Saigon govern- 
ment's pretensions to sovereignty in the cities, the fraud of 
our government's claims of imminent victory, and the ba- 
sic untenability of the American military position.” “The 
psychological damage,” said the New York Times, "is tre- 
mendous.” Perhaps most biting of all, however, was Art 
Buchwald's satire, "We Have the Enemy on the Run, Says 
General Custer at Big Horn.” "It's a desperation move on 
the part of Sitting Bull and his last death rattle,” Custer as- 
serts, in an “exclusive interview." 

As the fighting persisted through the first week of Feb- 
ruary, the credibility gap widened into an unbridgeable 
chasm. Official references to the battles of Saigon and 
Hue as “mopping up operations,” the stark photograph of 
the Loan shooting, the offhand remark of an American 
major at Ben Tre that “it became necessary to destroy the 
town to save it,” all magnified the disparity between offi- 
cial claims of victory and the firsthand observations of the 
U.S. press. Shock soon yielded to anger and dismay, 
heightening tensions between the administration and the 
media to an unprecedented level. Subjected to relentless 
questioning and criticism, government officials began to 








BESSER m aides and Ambassador Bunker (light shirt, light em surveys the Eng of " Wes: Embdssm on 
January 31 following the Communist attack. Even though the VC never entered the chancery, many Americans were shocked to 
learn that the enemy had penetrated the embassy compound. 
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characterize the Communist offensive as a test of Amer- 
ica's will and to blame the press for undermining public 
confidence in the nation's leadership. "There gets to be a 
point when the question is, Whose side are you on? ” the 
usually imperturbable Secretary of State Dean Rusk 
snapped at an American reporter in a background press 
session on February 9. “None of your papers or your 
broadcasting apparatuses are worth a damn unless the 
United States succeeds.” 

The Johnson administration had good reason to worry 
about the national resolve in the aftermath of the Tet at- 
tacks. Although the first polls recorded a slight surge of 
hawkishness, consistent with a traditional tendency of 
Americans to rally round the president in times of crisis, 
subsequent samplings showed an inexorable erosion of 
public support for the administration and for the war. A 
Gallup survey conducted in early January had indicated 
that 47 percent of the public disapproved of the president's 
handling of the war. By mid-February that figure had 
climbed to 50 percent and by the end of the month to 58 
percent. There was also an increase in the percentage of 
people who believed that the U.S. had made a “mistake” 
in sending troops to fight in Vietnam: from 45 percent in 
December 1967 to 49 percent in late February 1968. The 
same uncertainty and pessimism marked responses to the 
question, “Do you think that the U.S. and its allies are los- 
ing ground in Vietnam, standing still, or making prog- 
ress?" Between November 1967 and late February 1968, 
perceptions of progress fell from 50 percent to 33 percent, 
and belief that the U.S. was losing ground in Vietnam 
soared from 8 percent to 23 percent. 

Although gloomy news reports contributed to the pes- 
simism that swept across America during the first weeks 
of February, the principal trends of public opinion had 
been well-established long before the Communists 
launched their attacks. The Tet offensive coverage did not 
so much cause a change in popular attitudes toward the 
war as accelerate the downward spiral of doubt, dis- 
enchantment, and disapproval that had begun in 1966. 
What it did alter, however, were the terms of the public 
debate over the war. By mid-February, the central issue 
was no longer the credibility of the government's optimis- 
tic war reports but the validity of the president's entire 
Vietnam policy. 


More of the same won't do 


The Tet offensive "has finally shattered the mask of official 
illusion with which we have concealed our true circum- 
stances, even from ourselves,” declared Senator Robert 
Kennedy. We must recognize "the basic truth" that "a total 
military victory is not within sight or around the corner; 
that, in fact, it is probably beyond our grasp." "From the 
outset,” said Senator Mike Mansfield, "it was not an 


| American responsibility, and it is not now an American re- 
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sponsibility, to win a victory for any particular Vietnamese 
group, or to defeat any particular Vietnamese group.” The 
time has come, affirmed Senator William Fulbright, for a 
“full-scale examination of the purposes and objectives of 
our policy in Vietnam.” 

Congressional calls for a change in American policy in 
Vietnam were not altogether new. Ever since U.S. combat 
troops were first introduced into the conflict, a growing 
number of doves had urged the president to cut back on 
the bombing and seek a peaceful political solution, while 
a vociferous group of hawks called for further escalation 
to bring the war to a rapid end. Until Tet, however, oppo- 
sition from the right and left had never seriously threat- 
ened Johnson's command. Now, as public opinion began 
to swing decidedly against the president, as the economy 
began to show signs of the war's strain, and as American 
casualty figures reached record levels, many members of 
Congress demanded a change in policy. “A year ago,” 
observed Senator Thruston Morton, a Kentucky Republi- 
can who had gained national attention when he joined the 
antiwar camp in late 1967, "one couldn't count ten doves 
in the Senate.” Yet by late February he estimated there 
were twenty-five antiwar voices in the Senate and another 
sixteen "leaning to the doves." 

The new antiwar sentiment on Capitol Hill proved to be 
a boon to Eugene McCarthy, the scholarly, introspective 
senator from Minnesota who had announced in December 
that he would challenge Johnson for the presidency. Ini- 
tially his chances of wresting the Democratic nomination 
from an incumbent president as powerful and politically 
astute as Lyndon Baines Johnson were considered negli- 
gible. But after Tet the senator's lonely crusade rapidly 
gained momentum. By mid-February the Democratic 
regulars were becoming worried about the McCarthy in- 
surgency, as major polls revealed what appeared to be a 
growing "peace vote" in New Hampshire. Subsequent 
studies have shown that many of McCarthy's supporters 
knew little or nothing about his antiwar position. A major- 
ity, in fact, considered themselves hawks rather than 
doves. "The only common denominator," a research report 
prepared at the University of Michigan later concluded, 
"seems to have been a deep dissatisfaction with the John- 
son administration." 

The same "deep dissatisfaction" was manifesting itself 
in other ways and in some rather unlikely places as well. 
On February 23 the Wall Street Journal, the voice of the 
American financial community and a long-time, if not un- 
critical, supporter of the war effort, published an editorial 
entitled "The Logic of the Battlefield.” "We think the Amer- 
ican people should be getting ready to accept, if they 
haven't already, the prospect that the whole Vietnam effort 
may be doomed," wrote Joseph Evans, the conservative 
chief editorial writer for the Journal. "We believe that the 
Administration is duty-bound to recognize that no battle 
and no war is worth any price, no matter how ruinous." 





The War 
and Public 
Opinion 





Beginning in 1965, American pollsters 
regularly sought to gauge public attitudes 
toward the Vietnam War. The questions 
they posed ran the gamut from specula- 
tion about the eventual outcome of the 
conflict to evaluations of America's moral 
right to intervene in Southeast Asia. In the 
view of many public opinion analysts, 
however, the single best indicator of pop- 
ular support for the war was the question: 
"In view of the developments since we en- 
tered the fighting in Vietnam, do you think 
the U.S. made a mistake sending troops to 
fight in Vietnam?" 

The results of the "mistake sentiment" 
surveys (Figure 1) show that a majority of 
Americans supported the initial deploy- 
ment of U.S. combat troops to Vietnam in 
1965. Over the next three years support 
for the war effort declined steadily while 
opposition rose, finally surpassing sup- 
port during the third quarter of 1967— 
before the Tet offensive. Surveys taken af- 
ter Tet suggested for the first time that a 
majority of Americans opposed the war. 
But when viewed over four years, the Tet 
offensive only reinforced a growing pub- 
lic perception that American involvement 
in Vietnam was a mistake. 

Another key survey concerned Presi- 
dent Johnson's handling of the war. From 
1965 to mid-1967, the figures from this poll 
(Figure 2) roughly paralleled responses 
to the “mistake” question. Although the 
administration's "success offensive” in fall 
1967 aroused additional support for the 
president by the end of the year, Tet and 
its aftermath plunged Johnson's “war ap- 
proval rating” to an all-time low of 26 
percent by the end of March 1968. 

Underscoring the mounting disap- 
proval of the presidents war policies 
were the findings of a Gallup poll that 


asked respondents to identify themselves 
as either hawk or dove (Figure 3). When 
this question was first posed in December 
1967, a majority of those sampled de- 
scribed themselves as hawks, while 35 
percent considered themselves doves. 
During the next two months the number of 
hawks increased, peaking at 61 percent 
during the first days of Tet. In ensuing 
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weeks, however, the hawk figure fell pre- 
cipitously, the number of doves rising pro- 
portionately. By mid-March, the two op- 
posing groups were virtually equal in 
size. Yet, when considered in light of the 
president's war approval rating (Figure 
2) both hawks and doves seemed to 
share one sentiment: dissatisfaction with 
President Johnson's handling of the war. 
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Four days later, in the first clear-cut editorial statement 
| on the war by a major network newscaster, Walter Cron- 
| kite expressed a similarly bleak view. Skeptical of official 
| assessments of the impact of the Tet offensive, Cronkite 

had gone to Vietnam for two weeks in February and inter- 
viewed hundreds of officers and officials. What he learned 
only reinforced his disillusionment. “We have been too 
often disappointed by the optimism of the American lead- 
ers,” he told an estimated audience of 9 million Ameri- 
cans, “to have faith any longer in the silver linings they 
find in the darkest clouds." Characterizing both the Tet of- 
fensive and the siege of Khe Sanh as “standoffs,” he con- 
tended that “the only realistic, yet unsatisfactory, con- 
clusion” was that the U.S. was “mired in stalemate.” “The 
only rational way out then,” he said, “is to negotiate, not 
as victors, but as an honorable people who had lived up to 
their pledge to defend democracy, and did the best they 
could.” 

By early March the chorus of criticism directed at the 
Johnson administration had reached a deafening cres- 
cendo. Throughout the country editorial writers hardened 
their lines, with the hawks calling for further escalation 
and a widening of the war while the doves urged the gov- 
ernment to de-escalate and negotiate. Whatever their dif- 
ferences of opinion, whatever their hopes for the future, all 
shared with the editors of Newsweek magazine the con- 
viction that “More of the Same Won't Do.” 

“After three years of gradual escalation, President 
Johnson's strategy for Vietnam has run into a dead end,” 
wrote the editors of Newsweek, introducing the cover story 
of their March 18 issue, “The Dusty Agony of Khe Sanh.” 
Not only had the American military strategy failed, but the 
political goal of creating a democratic, stable South Viet- 
namese government seemed as distant as it had ever 
been. The GVN was a “political morass,” riddled with 
corruption, hamstrung by ineptitude, bereft of the will nec- 
essary to earn the allegiance of its people. What was 
needed, the editorial concluded, was “the courage to face 
the truth"—that “the war cannot be won by military means 
without tearing apart the whole fabric of national life and 
international relations. ... A strategy of more of the same 
is no longer tolerable.” 


206,000 


But “more of the same” seemed to be precisely what the 
administration had in mind. On March 10, two days before 
the New Hampshire primary, the New York Times re- 
ported that General Westmoreland had requested 206,000 
more troops for Vietnam, stirring “a divisive internal de- 
bate within high levels of the Johnson administration.” The 
following day Secretary of State Rusk made a scheduled 
appearance before the Senate Foreign Relations Com- 
mittee, beginning what was to be “the most prolonged 
questioning of a cabinet officer ever broadcast to the 
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American people.” Over the course of the two-day, 
eleven-hour grilling he repeatedly sidestepped the issue 
of a possible troop increase. “There is no specific recom- 
mendation in front of the president at the present time,” 
Rusk affirmed. “[The] entire situation is under consid- 
eration from A to Z.” 

The request for an additional 206,000 American troops 
for Vietnam originated in a series of back-channel cables 
between General Wheeler and General Westmoreland 
during the first two weeks of February. Conveying the 
president's continuing concern about the possible fall of 
Khe Sanh, the chairman of the Joint Chiefs asked West- 
moreland on February 3 "if there is any reinforcement we 
can give you.” The commanding general immediately re- 
plied that the defense of Khe Sanh was solid and that his 
only requirements were a few more supply aircraft and 
faster delivery of other materiel. The following day, West- 
moreland received another cable from Wheeler, indi- 
cating that the White House was actively considering di- 
versionary attacks, either north of the DMZ or in eastern 
Laos, to relieve the pressure on Khe Sanh. On February 5 
the same message was reiterated by Admiral U.S. Grant 
Sharp, CINCPAC, who informed Westmoreland that there 
might be some inclination in Washington “to relax the mil- 
itary ceiling.” Noting that outgoing Secretary of Defense 
Robert McNamara had not ruled out a troop increase in a 
recent interview on “Meet the Press,” Sharp strongly sug- 
gested that “it may be timely now to estimate any addi- 
tional needs.” 

Westmoreland was puzzled. From the very beginning of 
the siege of Khe Sanh through the first chaotic days of the 
Tet offensive, he had repeatedly and emphatically re- 
assured Washington that he had the situation “well 
in-hand.” The sense of urgency reflected in the latest 
cables seemed unwarranted. Yet he was also enticed. 
Like the Joint Chiefs of Staff, he had been urging the presi- 
dent for years to remove the constraints on military oper- 
ations in Southeast Asia. The possibility that Johnson might 
at last be willing to authorize an expansion of the ground 
war, not only into Laos but even into North Vietnam, was 
an opportunity not to be missed. He ordered his staff to 
prepare a study of additional military requirements for the 
coming year and on February 8 informed Wheeler of the 
results. Listing the modernization of ARVN as his number 
one priority for 1968, he noted that another Americam divi- 
sion would be needed later in the year “if operations in 
Laos are authorized.” 

That was not, however, what Wheeler wanted to hear. 
He promptly, and rather testily, told the MACV com- 
mander to focus on his "immediate requirements stem- 
ming from the present situation in Vietnam," not his 
"longer range" needs. Another cable on February 8 
spelled out Wheeler's thinking more clearly. It also implic- 
itly challenged Westmoreland's assessment of the enemy's 
intentions. Calling attention to the "theory, which could be 
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CBS anchorman Walter Cronkite interviews a Hue University professor during his tour of the war zone in February 1968. Soon 
after returning to the U.S., the influential newsman declared the war a “stalemate.” 
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logical, that overall enemy strategy is to attack amd attrite 
the ARVN" and that the "massive Khe Sanh build-up is 
[an] alternative threat to enforce a siphoning off of troops 
from the South," he pointed out that the Communists might 
"attack in force along the DMZ if you do not respond by a 
build-up of your forces in I Corps." "The United States is 
not prepared to accept a defeat in South Vietnam," said 
Wheeler bluntly. "In summary, if you need more troops, 
ask for them." 

Although Wheeler's promptings reflected a far gloom- 
ier view of the situation than General Westmoreland's, 
fear of defeat was not his sole motive in urging cm imme- 
diate reassessment of U.S. troop strength. Along with the 
other members of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, Wheeler had 
long been concerned about the strain of the war on Amer- 
icon military resources throughout the world. Since the 
summer of 1965 he had repeatedly recommended that the 
president order a "national mobilization," not only to pre- 
pare for possible intensification of the Vietnam War effort 
but to insure that the nation's strategic military reserve did 
not become depleted. But Johnson, recalling the public 
outcry that followed President Kennedy's reserve call-up 
during the Berlin Crisis and knowing that mobilization 
would require cutbacks in his Great Society programs, 
had steadíastly refused. By early 1968, however, United 
States forces outside of Vietnam had been so depleted by 
the war that, in Wheeler's view, another troop increase 
could not be authorized without a concomitant call-up. 


Sensing the president's growing bellicosity in the wake of 
the Tet offensive, Wheeler and the Joint Chiefs once again 
pressed their case for “national mobilization” and for wid- 
ening the war in Vietnam. This time Johnson seemed more 
attentive. 

"I do not like what I am smelling from these cables from 
Vietnam,” said the president, addressing his senior for- 
eign policy advisers at a White House meeting February 
9. “I want you to lay out for me what we should do in the 
minimum time to meet a crisis request from Vietnam if one 
comes. Let's assume we have to have more troops. ... If it 
takes more men to avoid defeat let's get them. ... Get the 
JCS to review all the options and let's review them to- 
gether,” he told General Wheeler. "Let's consider the ex- 
tensions, call-ups, the use of specialists. ... Should we ask 
for a declaration of war?” Secretary of State Dean Rusk 
adamantly advised against it. Moments later, Lyndon 
Johnson's newly appointed secretary of defense, Clark 
Clifford, interjected his own views into the discussion for 
the first time: “There is a very strange contradiction in 
what we are saying and doing," he pointed out. "I think 
we should give some very serious thought to how we ex- 
plain saying on one hand that the enemy did not take a 
victory and yet [we] are in need of many more troops and 
possibly an emergency call-up.” "The only explanation I 
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can see," replied the president, "is that the enemy has | 


changed its tactics. ... We have to be prepared for all that 
we might face." 
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Government officials were distressed and the American public startled when the New York Times revealed a proposed major 


troop increase in Vietnam. 





The next day, February 10, General Westmoreland 
once again cabled Wheeler, this time emphasizing that 
"additional forces from CONUS would be most helpful” in 
meeting the continuing enemy threat in 1 Corps. On Feb- 
ruary 11 Wheeler responded. He explained that West- 
moreland's latest message had been "interpreted" as ex- 
pressing less than “a firm demand” for more troops. By 
that point, Westmoreland later recalled, the “signals from 
Washington” had become so strong that “it seemed to me 
that for political reasons or otherwise, the president and 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff were anxious to send me reinforce- 
ments. With General Wheeler’s encouragement, I made, 
on February 12, a formal request for reinforcements.” 

General Westmoreland's lengthy cable of February 12 
presented a far different view of the post-Tet situation than 
any he had previously forwarded to Washington. Where 
earlier communications had been rich in the language of 
confidence, optimism, and resolve, he now talked of "rein- 
forcements, which I desperately need ... to cope with the 
situation at hand." He described the current moment as 
one of "great opportunity" but also stressed the "height- 
ened risk.” "I have been promised 525,000 troops," he 
said. "I need these 525,000 troops now. ... Time is of the 
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essence." He urged immediate deployment of a marine 
regiment and a brigade of the 82d Airborne Division. 

So striking was the change in Westmoreland's tone that 
General Taylor dashed off a memorandum to the presi- 
dent expressing his astonishment that it had been "written 
by the same man." He nonetheless agreed with West- 
moreland that "we should meet this challenge by a com- 
mitment of all necessary resources." The Joint Chiefs, how- 
ever, did not agree. For the first time in the course ol the 
Vietnam War, the nation's highest-ranking military offi- 
cers refused to endorse the immediate deployment of 
troops requested by COMUSMACV, a request their chair- 
man had carefully coaxed from him. Having created a 
lever to move the president toward mobilization, the JCS 
now tried to use it: Unless the president called up some 
120,000 army and marine reserves, they advised, "deploy- 
ment of emergency reinforcements should not be made.” 
The commander in chief overruled them. Deferring once 
again a decision about the reserves, he authorized imme- 
diate deployment of the “emergency augmentation” that 
Westmoreland requested—a total of 10,500 troops. 

Several days later President Johnson flew to Fort 
Bragg, North Carolina, to visit with some of the departing 


paratroopers of the 82d Airborne, and then to El Toro, 
California, to call on a detachment of marines. “These vis- 
its with brave men,” he later wrote, “were among the most 
personally painful meetings of my presidency. ...” 


I remember vividly my conversation with one soldier. I asked him 
if he had been in Vietnam before. He said: "Yes, sir, three times." 
I asked if he was married. He said: "Yes, sir.” Did he have any 
children? "Yes, sir, one.” Boy or girl? “A boy, sir." How old is he? 
"He was born yesterday morning, sir," he said quietly. That was 
the last question I asked him. It tore my heart out to send back to 
combat a man whose first son had just been born. 





“A very near thing" 


By the time the president authorized the "emergency aug- 
mentation,” he had already decided to send General 
Wheeler to Vietnam to evaluate the situation firsthand and 
to confer with the MACV commander about possible fu- 
ture needs and actions. On the morning of February 23, 
Wheeler arrived in a Saigon still tense from a recent "sec- 
ond wave" of rocket attacks and ground probes. 

During his two-day visit, he deliberated with West- 
moreland about the opportunities and potential pitfalls of 
the current military situation: the "plausible possibility," in 
Westmoreland's words, that the administration might at 
last approve a more ambitious military strategy now that 
the hawkish Clark Clifford was about to become secretary 
of defense; the forces that would be required to carry out 
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Vietnam-bound jeeps in Okinawa. By early 1968 the war was costing the United States more than $20 billion per year. 


such a strategy; and the need to reconstitute the strategic 
reserve in the United States if any sizable new deploy- 
ments were approved. In the end, the generals hammered 
out a proposal for three "force package requirements" to- 


taling nearly 206,000 additional troops. The first increment | 


of 108,000 troops was to be deployed by May l; the sec- 
ond, some 42,000 men, by September 1; and a third, of 
55,000 men, by December 1. Both Wheeler and Westmore- 
lemd acknowledged a "clear understanding" that only the 
first increment was earmarked for Vietnam. Deployment 
of the remaining two was contingent upon unanticipated 
Communist successes or the approval of a more aggres- 
sive ground strategy. Otherwise they would be added to 
the strategic reserve. 

The report that Wheeler filed on February 26, however, 
said nothing about contingencies or new strategies or 
building the strategic reserve. Instead he painted a som- 
ber picture of the impact of Tet upon South Vietnam, 
contradicting Westmoreland's earlier reports and clearly 
suggesting that the proposed troop increase was a matter 
of vital military necessity. Although the enemy had suf- 
fered enormous losses, Wheeler told the president, the Tet 
offensive was "a very near thing." More important, it had 
not yet run its full course. With the enemy still surrounding 
Khe Sanh and once again poised to hit in the central high- 
lands and around Saigon, "MACV will be hard pressed to 
meet adequately all threats," he reported. "[W]e must be 
prepared to accept some reverses." In order to meet the 
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| President Johnson says good-bye on February 17 to marines bound for Vietnam as part of the “emergency augmentation” he 


had just authorized. 
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continuing danger in I Corps and at the same time restore 
security in the cities and countryside, Wheeler concluded, 
more men will be needed: 206,000 more, in three 
increments. 

Why did the chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff neglect 
to mention that his “clear understanding” with West- 
moreland was contingent upon approval of a new ground 
strategy? Westmoreland, in his memoir A Soldier Reports, 
implies that General Wheeler deliberately concealed the 
truth in order to force the issue of the strategic reserve. 


The Chairman of the Joint Chiefs has a difficult job living with his 
civilian bosses ... striving to convince them in terms they can un- 
derstand of matters that he views as military necessity .... If he 
could gain authority to raise the troops, exactly what was to be 
done with them could be decided once the troops were actually 
| available .... [He] saw no possibility at the moment of selling 
reinforcements in terms of future operations. 


If that was General Wheeler's intention, the ploy did 
not work. Rather than compelling the president to replen- 
ish the strategic reserve in order to meet General West- 
moreland’s apparent needs, the troop request set in 
motion the most searching government debate over Amer- 
ican purposes, policies, and military strategies in Vietnam 
since the summer of 1965. National Security Adviser Walt 
Rostow recommended that the president appoint an "in- 
tensive working group” to study the matter. His candidate 
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to head the group was the new secretary of defense, Clark 
Clifford. Believing that “a new pair of eyes and a fresh 
outlook should guide the study,” the president heartily en- 
dorsed Rostow's suggestion. 


The Clifford task force 


A man of quiet brilliance and consummate charm, a su- 
perb lawyer, and a pragmatic negotiator, Clark Clifford, 
wrote one reporter, was “one of the most elegant men 
alive.” If his eloquence and ease disarmed the powerful, 
his unshakable self-possession often dominated them. His 
secret, said a colleague, “is that he intimidates people. He 
doesn't make statements, he pronounces judgments. It's a 
lot like talking to God—or listening to God.” 

By 1968, Clifford had been making pronouncements in 
Washington for more than twenty years. Presidents since 
Truman had listened and counted on his advice. President 
Johnson, who had known Clifford since the late 1940s, con- 
sidered him “an old and trusted friend whose advice was 
always cogent, clear, and effective,” and he had consulted 
Clifford on every major policy decision of his adminis- 
tration, including the decision to escalate the war in July 
1965. Clifford had voiced some early misgivings, but by 
1966 he was convinced of the necessity of the war effort. 
Doubts had resurfaced in September 1967, when Clifford 
talked with representatives of America’s allies and discov- 


ered that they seemed far less concerned about Vietnam 
than the United States. Despite his uncertainties, he re- 
called, “I continued to be a full supporter of our policy.” 
And when Lyndon Johnson asked him to succeed Robert 
McNamara as secretary of defense, Clifford accepted. 

If the president believed that Clifford would prove a 
loyal advocate of his Vietnam policies, so did most people 
inside and outside the government. Many Pentagon offi- 
cials considered him a confirmed hawk, while the press 
greeted the news of his nomination as evidence of John- 
son's resolve to see the war through to the end. Clifford 
himself saw things differently. The president, he observed, 
“had nothing I wanted. I was older than he. Our relation- 
ship was on an entirely different basis than some of his 
other advisers.” Clark Clifford would make up his own 
mind about the merits of the administration's war policy. 

His first job, the president told him, would be to head a 
task force looking into General Westmoreland's latest 
troop request. "Give me the lesser of evils,” Johnson said. 
“Give me your recommendations.” 

The Clifford task force gathered for its initial meeting 
February 28. Among those in attendance were Treasury 
Secretary Henry Fowler, Deputy Secretary of Defense 
Paul Nitze, CIA Director Richard Helms, Dean Rusk, Rob- 
ert McNamara, Walt Rostow, and General Taylor. Ac- 
cording to Clifford, the group's charge was to determine 





diers were serving in that country. 


how, not whether, the troop request could be met. As the 
deliberations proceeded, however, the group found it im- 
possible to stay within the narrow parameters of their as- 
signment. “Fundamental questions,” said Clifford, “began 
to recur again and again.” What were the ultimate objec- 
tives of the United States in Vietnam? How would addi- 
tional military forces contribute to the achievement of 
those goals? What would be the impact of a major mobili- 
zation on the American public and economy? Was there a 
definable limit to the American commitment to South Viet- 
nam? How much blood and treasure would have to be 
spent before the price became too high? “The question,” 
Clifford observed, had “quickly changed from ‘How could 
we send the troops to Westmoreland?’ to ‘What was the 
most intelligent thing to do for the country?’ " 

During the next three days officials at the State, Treas- 
ury, and Defense departments, as well as staff members of 
the JCS and CIA, worked feverishly on a series of reports 
analyzing the implications of the troop request and exam- 
ining alternative courses of action. By March 2, fifteen 
study papers lay before the task force. Although the Joint 
Chiefs, backed by General Taylor, reaffirmed their rec- 
ommendation that the troop request be fulfilled, most of the 
reports recommended denial. "The financial considera- | 
tions alone," Clifford noted, "were appalling.” According 
to Treasury Secretary Fowler, any large increase in mili- | 
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Shortly before departing for Vietnam, young conscripts phone home. By March 1968 more than half a million American sol- | 








| tary expenditures would mean spending an additional 








$2.5 billion in fiscal 1968, $10 billion in 1969. It would add 
$500 million to an already acute balance-of-payments 
deficit and possibly necessitate wage, price, and credit 
controls. The political implications, concluded Philip 
Goulding, assistant secretary of defense for public affairs, 
were equally grim. Unless accompanied by some other 
move, either a fresh peace initiative or an escalation of the 
bombing, a troop increase would satisfy no one. The best 
option, he argued, was to deny the request and alter the 
American strategy in Vietnam. 

Goulding was not the only one to raise the issue of 
strategy. To one extent or another, all of the Defense De- 
partment papers assailed the inadequacy of American 
military policy in South Vietnam. Even General Taylor 
suggested that “new strategic guidance” be given to 
COMUSMACV. Perhaps most damning of all was the pa- 
per on “Alternative Strategies,” written by Alain Enthoven, 
assistant secretary of defense for systems analysis. "Our 
strategy of attrition,” he asserted flatly, "has not worked.” 
Despite a “massive influx of 500,000 U.S. troops, 1.2 million 
tons of bombs a year, [and] 20,000 U.S. KIA,” the enemy 
“shows no lack of capability or will to match each new 
U.S. escalation.” 


We became mesmerized by statistics of known doubtful validity, 
choosing to place our faith only in the ones that showed progress. 
We judged the enemy’s intentions rather than his capabilities be- 
cause we trusted captured documents too much. ... In short, our 
setbacks were due to wishful thinking compounded by a massive 
intelligence collection and/or intelligence failure. 


“We have achieved stalemate,” Enthoven concluded, “at a 
high commitment.” 

Jolted by the Pentagon's sweeping repudiation of U.S. 
military strategy in Vietnam, Clifford began to ask some 
hard questions, only to discover that “there was no mili- 
tary plan for victory.” 


Our plan seemed to be that continual attrition hopefully would 
force the enemy at some unknown time in the future to come to 
terms. But when I attempted to find out how long it would take to 
achieve our goal, there was no answer. ... I couldn't find out 
how many more guns and planes, how much time was needed. It 
was a dead end. 


As an alternative to the search and destroy tactics em- 
ployed by MACV since 1965, most members of the task 
force favored an urban-centered “population control 
strategy.” General Wheeler, however, vigorously opposed 
the idea, arguing that such a strategy contained “two fatal 
flaws": It would mean increased fighting near the cities, 
and hence higher civilian casualties, and it would con- 
cede the initiative to the enemy. The civilians in the Penta- 
gon countered by pointing out that the current strategy 
had effectively invited the enemy to strike the cities at no 
small cost in South Vietnamese civilian casualties. 

On March 4 the Clifford task force filed its report. Born 
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of compromise between Pentagon civilians and the Ameri- 
can military command, it contained a number of specific 
recommendations: that the president immediately author- 
ize the deployment of 22,000 new troops to Vietnam; that 
he approve a call-up of 245,000 reservists; that he link any 
future increases in American military strength to improve- 
ments in the performance of both ARVN and GVN; and 
that he make some “general decision on bombing pol- 
icy" —either "a substantial extension of targets” or a "sea- 
sonal step-up through the spring.” While the main thrust 
of the report seemed to accord closely with the views of 
the Joint Chiefs, eight appendices explicitly pointed out the 
need for “new strategic guidance” and for the determina- 
tion of a finite "limit" to the American involvement in Viet- 
nam. “Big questions remained,’ remembered William 
Bundy, assistant secretary of state for Far Eastern affairs. 
“There were stop signs—caution signs—all over this draft. 
This was quite deliberate. We had fulfilled our mandate, 
but there were all sorts of questions remaining. ... Any- 
body could see that this was perfectly clear, that no 





president would decide on the basis of these 
recommendations.” 
Crisis 


The findings of the Clifford task force troubled Lyndon 
Johnson. Despite the gathering storm of public opposition 
to his war policy, the president had been encouraged by 
the most recent MACV assessments of the situation in Viet- 
nam. Not only had the GVN and ARVN continued to im- 
prove, according to Westmoreland, but American forces 
throughout South Vietnam were “moving to a general of- 
fensive." Now some of his most trusted advisers were tell- 
ing him that U.S. military strategy had failed and that a 
new strategy was needed. Walt Rostow tried to mitigate 
the underlying pessimism of the report, attributing it to dis- 
gruntled Pentagon officials who had long ago soured on 
the war. Noting the initial surge of public hawkishness 
that had followed the Tet attacks, he urged the president 
to rally the American people for an all-out effort to win the 
war. Johnson was unpersuaded. He was more disturbed 
by the futility and despair reflected in the faces of many 
members of the task force than by the words of their 
report. 

Although the question of the troop increase was still offi- 
cially unresolved, soon after the task force presented its 
report General Wheeler cabled Westmoreland and told 
him “to forget the 100,000.” A second cable followed on 
March 8. Speaking on behalf of the new secretary of de- 
fense, Wheeler said, he wanted the MACV commander to 
know that “your request for additional forces ... would be 
hard, perhaps impossible, to sell if we do not adopt a so- 
ber and conservative attitude as to the political, economic, 
and psychological situation in South Vietnam.” Unaware 
of the manner in which Wheeler had presented the 





request, equally unmindful of the crisis of confidence that 
it had precipitated in Washington, Westmoreland shot 
back an angry reply. He told Wheeler to inform the secre- 
tary that he would conform to his guidance in so far as it 
was “consistent with intellectual honesty as to my ap- 
praisal of the situation.” Two days later, the Sunday edi- 
tion of the New York Times reported that Westmoreland 
had requested 206,000 more troops for Vietnam. Believing 
the story to be wholly erroneous, Westmoreland was 
furious. "I was shocked to later learn that my recommen- 
dation was portrayed as an urgent request.” 

What followed was a week of startling political rever- 
sals that propelled Lyndon Johnson toward the most ago- 
nizing crisis of his presidency. On March 12, two days 
after the Times story appeared, the citizens of New Hamp- 
shire went to the polls. The results of the Democratic pri- 
mary shook the White House and reverberated across the 
country: McCarthy 42.4 percent, Johnson 49.5 percent. 
Even though Johnson’s name did not appear on the ballot, 
the organizers of his write-in campaign had anticipated a 
comfortable margin of victory. The unexpectedly strong 
showing of the “Peace Candidate” from Minnesota made 
it clear that the incumbent president, the man who four 
years before had been elected by the widest margin in 
American history, was in serious political trouble. On 
March 16 Senator Robert Kennedy announced his candi- 
dacy for the Democratic nomination. Two days later 139 
members of the House of Representatives sponsored a res- 


A triumphant 
Eugene McCarthy 
thanks his 
supporters after 
learning of his 
impressive showing 
in the New 
Hampshire 
presidential 
primary. 


olution calling for an immediate Congressional review of 
American policy in Southeast Asia. 

As the political fabric of Johnson's presidency un- 
raveled, the economic stays of his Great Society also be- 
gan to splinter. The president had always believed that “a 
rich nation ... can afford to make progress at home while 
meeting obligations abroad.” But by early 1968 the com- 
bined weight of his two-front war against communism in 
South Vietnam and against poverty in America threatened 
to send the economy into a tailspin. Rapid inflation, the 
first symptom of the growing strain, had been gathering 
steam since 1966. As a remedy the president had pro- 
posed a 10 percent surtax on income, but Congress had 
refused approval unless the tax hike were accompanied 
by cuts in domestic spending. As the dollar weakened, the 
American balance-of-payments surplus had dwindled, 
resulting in a deficit of $7 billion during the last quarter of 
1967. 

After Tet things got worse. Stock prices plummeted, in- 
terest rates soared, inflation continued unabated, and the 
prospect of additional increases in military expenditures 
without a proportional rise in taxes prompted foreign 
speculators to start a run on U.S. gold reserves. By mid- 
March the United States had lost $327 million to specula- 


tors, the London and Zurich gold markets had shut down, | 


and Johnson had to act. Over the weekend of March 17 the 
financial ministers and heads of central banks from seven 
nations secretly met in Washington and worked out a tem- 
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The men of Charlie Company, 1st Bat- 
talion, 11th Infemtry Brigade, were tense 
as they boarded the army assault heli- 
copters at LZ Dottie on the morning of 
March 16, 1968. Since their arrival 
in-country in December 1967, they had 
spent many weeks patrolling the coastal 
lowlemds of eastern Quang Ngai Prov- 
ince. Snipers, mines, and booby traps 
had thinned their ranks, yet they had 
made little direct contact with the ever 
elusive enemy. Now, their commanding 
officer, Captain Ernest L. Medina, told 
them they would have a chance "to get 
even” with the VC. 

Medina had assembled the entire 
company the night before to brief them on 
their mission and “to fire them up” for 
what “looked like a tough fight.” In- 
telligence reports indicaied that the Viet- 
cong 48th Local Force Battalion, one of 
the enemy's best units, had established a 
base in My Lai-4, a subhamlet of the vil- 
lage of Son My some six miles northeast 
of Quang Ngai City. Charlie Company's 
objective, Medina explained, was to de- 
stroy the 48th Battalion as well as My 
Lai-4. The assault would begin at 7:30 
A.M. By then the women and children 
would be on their way to the weekly mar- 
ket in the provincial capital, leaving a 
force of some 250 to 280 armed men in the 
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After the massacre, My Lai-4, March 16, 1968. 
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hamlet. The young soldiers of Charlie 
Company would be outnumbered two- 
to-one, the captain said, but he remained 
confident that his men would prove equal 
to the task. 

Using a stick, Medina etched the plan 
of attack on the ground. Following a 
preparatory artillery barrage west of the 
hamlet, the lst Platoon, under the com- 
mand of Second Lieutenant William L. 
Calley, Jr., would lead the way. After 
clearing the LZ, they would move through 
the southern sector of My Lai-4, sweeping 
the enemy to the east. The 2d Platoon, led 
by Second Lieutenant Steven K. Brooks, 
had a comparable mission in the north- 
ern sector. The 3d Platoon and the weap- 
ons platoon were to follow behind and 
"mop up." 

Echoing the orders he had received 
from his superiors, Captain Medina 
urged his men "to be aggressive and 
close in rapidly with the enemy.” He also 
ordered them to burn the houses, kill all 
livestock, and destroy whatever crops 
and foodstuffs they found. According to 
many members of the company, Medina's 
message, implicitly or explicitly stated, 
was that nothing was to be left alive in 
My Lai-4. 

* * X 
It was sunny and already hot when the 


first wave of helicopters touched down in 
a soggy rice field about 135 meters west 
of the hamlet at 7:30 a.m.—right on sched- 
ule. Mistakenly told that the landing zone 
was "hot" the men of the 1st Platoon 
came out firing but received no fire in re- 
turn. Then one of the soldiers spotted an 
old man standing in the paddy, waving 
his arms. Thinking he was a VC guerrilla, 
they opened fire. The mam fell in a hail of 
bullets. The troops went to retrieve his 
weapon. They found none. 

Twenty minutes later Charlie Com- 
pany launched its assault. As the soldiers 
approached the high bamboo grass and 
thick hedgerows that cloistered the settle- 
ment, a few Vietnamese began to flee 
across the open fields and were immedi- 
ately gunned down. In one instance the 
victims turned out to be a woman and a 
baby; in another a woman and two small 
children. But most of the villagers, know- 
ing that the Americans would shoot at 
anyone running, remained inside or in 
front of their homes, impassively awaiting 
the advancing soldiers. 

No one remembers precisely when, or 
why, the killing started. There was still no 
hostile fire, still no sign of an armed 
enemy force. But as the squads of the 1st 
and 2d platoons swept into My Lai-4, 
some of the soldiers begam to fire without 


warning into the thatch-covered huts and 
red-brick homes of the hamlet. Others set 
the dwellings ablaze and then shot or 
bayoneted the inhabitemts as they at- 
tempted to escape. Still others ordered ci- 
vilians into their family bunkers and then 
tossed in grenades. One old mm was 
thrown into a well, followed by an M26 
grenade. Two young women were raped 
and then shot at pointblank romge. A 
group of “some old women and some little 
children,” one soldier recalled, “were 
kneeling and crying and praying ... 
“around a temple where some incense 
was burning” when several Americans 
“walked by and executed [them] by 
— shooting them in the head with their rifles. 
— The soldiers killed all fifteen or twenty of 
them.” 

The assault on My Lai-4 was the big- 
gest operation of the day in the Americal 
Division. Expecting a major battle, head- 

quarters had sent along two army corre- 

- spondents—Specialist Five Jay Roberts, a 

reporter, and Sergeant Ronald L., Hae- 

- berle, a photographer—to record the ac- 

tion for the brigade newspaper. As Rob- 

erts and Haeberle followed the first two 
platoons into the hamlet, they saw dead 
bodies, dead animals, and burning huts 
everywhere, but no sign of fighting. One 
soldier was chasing a duck with a knife; 
another was butchering a water buffalo 
with his bayonet. Haeberle watched as a 
man and two children approached a 
group of soldiers. “They just kept walking 
toward us," he recalled. “You could hear 
the little girl saying, ‘No, no....' All of a 
sudden the GIs opened up and cut them 
down.” Later he saw a few soldiers grab 
a Vietnamese girl of about fifteen and at- 
tempt to tear off her blouse. An older 
woman, possibly the girl's mother, began 
flailing at the Americans but was 
knocked down by a rifle butt. Then one of 
the soldiers noticed Haeberle, camera in 
hand, and the struggle stopped. Other 
women and children quickly huddled 
around the young girl. As the photogra- 
pher began to walk away, he heard a 
sustained burst of automatic weapons 
fire. Haeberle turned and saw that only a 
small boy had survived. Moments later 
he, too, was shot. 

Other villagers were put under guard 
and led away. One group of twenty to 
fifty women, children, and old men were 


taken to a clearing just south of the ham- 
let; another group of about eighty to a 
drainage ditch ninety meters to the east. 
Shortly after 8 a.m., Lieutenant Calley ap- 
proached the first group amd told his men, 
“You know what I want you to do with 
them.” Ten minutes later he returned. 
“Haven't you got rid of them yet?” he 
asked. "I want them dead.” The women, 
shouting “No VC!" or simply “No! No!” 
tried frantically but vainly to shield the 
children as the soldiers aimed their 
weapons. “We stood about ten to fifteen 
leet away from them and then he [Calley] 
started shooting them,” one member of 
the squad later testified. “Then he told me 
to start shooting them. I used more than a 
whole clip—used four or five clips.” Each 
M16 clip contained eighteen bullets. 
Forty-five minutes later Calley arrived 
at the drainage ditch. By then, according 
to some witnesses, as many as 150 
unarmed civilians, the majority of them 
women amd children, had been herded 
into the ditch. When some of the villagers 
tried to crawl out, Calley opened fire and 
commanded his troops to join in. One of 
the soldiers refused, but the others duti- 
fully complied. To conserve ammunition 
some switched from automatic fire to 
single shot. They fired cmd kept firing until 
the screams stopped and all of the bodies 
lay motionless. Then, miraculously, a 
two-year-old child emerged from the 
carnage, crying. When he began to run 
back toward the hamlet, Lieutenant Cal- 
ley grabbed him, pushed him back into 
the ditch, and shot him. A few minutes 
later he told his men to take a break. 
Warrant Officer Hugh C. Thompson, 
the pilot of a small observation helicopter 
assigned to the My Lai mission, was mak- 
ing a pass just south of the burning ham- 
let when he noticed several wounded ci- 
vilians lying in a rice field. He ordered his 
door gunners to mark the location with 
smoke grenades and put in a request for 
medical assistamce. When he returned to 
the same site an hour later, however, he 
discovered that all of the people he had 
marked were now dead. Continuing his 
flights over the village, he saw a small 
boy bleeding along a trench. Again he 
marked the spot with smoke, then 
watched in horror as an Americom officer 
casually walked up and shot the child. 
Eventually Thompson came upon the 


drainage ditch east of the hamlet. He de- 
cided to find out what was going on. 
Landing his helicopter near the ditch, he 
saw that some of the people were siill 
alive. He asked a sergeant standing 
nearby what could be done to help the 


wounded. The sergeant told him that the | 
only way he could help them was “to help | 


them out of their misery.” Thompson then 
returned to his helicopter amd lifted off. 

Soon he caught sight of a group of 
eight to ten women amd children running 
toward a bunker about 180 meters north- 
east of My Lai, followed closely by a 
group of US. soldiers. Again he decided 
to land. This time, however, he ordered 
his crew to train their weapons on the 
Americans. Standing between the Viet- 
namese and the Americans, he asked the 
lieutenant in charge to help him get the 
civilians to safety. The lieutenant replied 
that “the only way to get them out is with 
a hend grenade.” “You just hold your 
men right here,” Thompson told the offi- 
cer, “and I will get the women and kids 
out.” A short time later two helicopter 
gunships landed «cmd evacuated the 
people. 

x *k x 

Between 300 and 400 people—most of 
them women, children, and old men— 
were slain in and around My Lai-4 on 
March 16, 1968. Captain Medina initially 
reported that his men had killed 69 Viet- 
cong soldiers. The operation as a whole 
officially netted 128 enemy KIA. Charlie 
Company suffered only 1 casualty—a sol- 
dier who had accidentally or intentionally 
shot himself in the foot. On March 17 the 
New York Times told the story of a suc- 
cessful American operation the day be- 
fore in Quang Ngai Province. “While the 
two companies of United States soldiers 
moved in on the enemy force from oppo- 
site sides, heavy artillery barrages and 
armed helicopters were called in to 
pound the North Vietnamese soldiers.” 
There was no mention of any civiliom 
casualties. 

More than a year would pass before 
the American public learned the true 
story of the assault on My Lai-4. 
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Clark Clifford (right), who argued for de-escalation, meets 


with JCS Chairman Wheeler, who favored a call-up of the re- 
serves and an expanded war effort. 


porary solution. But the fundamental problem remained. 
Until the U.S. strengthened the dollar, either by cutting ex- 
penditures or by increasing taxes, the international mone- 
tary crisis would continue. 

Caught in a maelstrom of conflicting pressures, Lyndon 
Johnson sought guidance from those he trusted most. On 
March 15 he met with Dean Acheson, the former secretary 
of state and a long-time supporter of the administration's 
war policy. Since late February, Acheson had been con- 
ducting an independent investigation of the war, inter- 
viewing officials at the State Department, the Defense De- 
partment, and the CIA. Johnson wanted to know what the 
elder statesman had learned. Acheson was blunt. He told 
the president that neither the time nor the resources neces- 
sary to achieve American military objectives were avail- 
able. The American people would not siand for “more of 
the same,” neither further escalation nor the continuation 
of the present level of effort over the period of time re- 
quired—perhaps five years. He concluded that the ground 
strategy had to be altered, the bombing halted or greatly 
reduced, and the war brought to a close as quickly as 
possible. 
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But Lyndon Johnson was not yet ready to give up the 
fight. Heeding Rostow's earlier advice, he decided to take 
his case to the country and demand “a total national effort 
to win the war.” “We must meet our commitments in the 
world and in Vietnam,” he told the National Alliance of 
Businessmen in Chicago on March 18. "We shall and we 
are going to win!” Speaking to the National Farmers 
Union convention in Minneapolis the next day, he re- 
peated the message. "We don't plan to surrender or let 
people divide our nation in time of national peril. ... The 
time has come when we ought to stand up and be 
counted, when we ought to support our leaders, our gov- 
ernment, our men, and our allies.” 

The truculent tone of Johnson's speeches, his apparent 
insensitivity to the public mood, deeply distressed many of 
his advisers. Telling the president he was "shocked" 
by the overwhelmingly negative public response to the 
speeches, James Rowe, Jr., a chief organizer of the Johnson 
reelection campaign, urged the president to do something 
“dramatic ... before the Wisconsin primary” on April 2. 
“McCarthy and Kennedy are the candidates of peace and 
the president is the war candidate,” he wrote to Johnson 
on March 19. “He must do something exciting and dra- 
matic to recapture the peace issue.” The following morn- 
ing Johnson telephoned Clifford: “I've got to get me a 
peace proposal.” 


Dissonant voices 


On March 20, and again on March 22, the president met 
with his senior advisers to discuss plans for a major tele- 
vision address on the Vietnam War. During the deliber- 
ations a consensus quickly emerged: The president should 
make a new peace initiative by limiting in some way the 
bombing of North Vietnam. As was commonly the case in 
the Johnson administration, however, underlying that 
broad consensus were fundamental differences of opinion. 
Dean Rusk and Walt Rostow advocated a partial cessa- 
tion of the bombing for primarily political reasons. Recog- 
nizing the need to restore public confidence in the admin- 
istration's war policy, yet convinced that negotiations 
would lead nowhere until the North Vietnamese realized 
they could not prevail militarily, both men favored an un- 
conditional cutback in the bombing to the twentieth paral- 
lel because it involved few military risks. Only 5 percent of 
all bombing targets were north of the twentieth parallel, 
Rusk pointed out, and in any case the monsoon would in- 
hibit air strikes throughout the spring. Moreover, if Hanoi 
rejected the offer, which Rusk fully expected, the United 
States would be in a much better position to continue the 
war with increased public support. 

Clark Clifford, however, objected to Rusk's line of rea- 
soning. The task was not to placate public opinion in order 
to permit a continuation, or even an escalation, of the con- 
flict but to find a way out. What was needed was some 


gesture that would begin the process of negotiation, one 
concrete step that could be followed by a series of 
“de-escalatory steps” leading down the path of peace. 
Like Rusk, Clifford favored a limitation of the bombing, but 
he wanted every effort made to insure that the North Viet- 
namese would respond positively to such an initiative. 

At the conclusion of the meeting of March 22, the presi- 
dent directed that the bombing halt proposal be removed 
from the dratt of his speech and studied separately. Clif- 
ford, along with some of the president's other senior advis- 
ers, was discouraged. Johnson didn't seem to be listening. 
He seemed as determined as ever to pursue the same 
course. What Johnson required, Clark Clifford concluded, 
was “some stiff medicine to bring home to [him] what was 
happening in the country.” He proposed that the president 
reconvene the same group of outside advisers, the 
so-called “Wise Men,” who had met with him the preced- 
ing November. Johnson, recalling the strong support that 
these men had given him in the fall, welcomed the idea. 
He asked Rostow to set up a meeting as soon as possible. 

The names Lyndon Johnson scribbled on his note pad 
on March 26 could have come from a “who's who” of the 
post-World War II American foreign policy establishment: 
Dean Acheson, George Ball, McGeorge Bundy, Arthur 
Dean, C. Douglas Dillon, Arthur Goldberg, Henry Cabot 
Lodge, Robert Murphy, Cyrus Vance, and Generals Omar 





President Johnson meets with his advisers on March 22 to discuss his forthcoming speech to the nation. To his left is Defense 


Secretary Clark Clifford, to his right Secretary of State Dean Rusk. 





Bradley, Matthew Ridgway, and Maxwell Taylor. The list | 
included former cabinet officers, undersecretaries of state 
and defense, presidential aides, ambassadors, and mili- | 
tary commanders from the Truman, Eisenhower, Kennedy, | 
and Johnson administrations. They were men Johnson 
trusted and respected, men experienced in the making of 
presidential decisions. He had brought them together in 
the past to sound out their views and to secure their en- 
dorsement of his policies. This time, the most decisive mo- | 
ment in his presidency, he hoped that these wise men 
would once again give him the guidance he needed. 

In previous meetings, in April 1965 and in November 
1967, their voices had rung with almost unanimous ap- 
proval. Only George Ball had expressed any dissent from | 
the collective judgment that the president was on “the 
right track,” that the Korean War had been just as tough, 
if not tougher, and that if he just "stuck to it” he would ulti- | 
mately prevail. 

Now the voices were dissonant. In fact, "the majority 
feeling,” said McGeorge Bundy, speaking on behalf of the 
group, "is that we can no longer do the job we set out to 
do in the time we have left cmd we must begin to take 
steps to disengage. When we last met," he explained, "we 
saw reasons for hope. We hoped then there would be slow 
but steady progress. Last night and today the picture is 
not so hopeful." 
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"The picture” had been sketched out the previous eve- 

| ning in a discussion with the president's current advisers 
| and in a series of briefings by officials of the State Depart- 
ment and the CIA and the staff of the Joint Chiefs. At one 
point C. Douglas Dillon, secretary of the treasury under 
Kennedy, asked how long it would take to win the war if 
the current level of effort were sustained. "Maybe five 
years, maybe ten,” came the reply. An exchange between 
United Nations ambassador Arthur Goldberg and Major 
General William DePuy proved even more revealing. Af- 
ter the general noted that the enemy had lost more than 
80,000 troops during the Tet offensive, Goldberg inquired 
about the killed-to-wounded ratio. The general told him 
that three-to-one would be a conservative estimate. Then 
Goldberg asked, "How many effectives do you think they 
have operating in the field?” DePuy cited the official 
MACV enemy order of battle figure of 230,000. “Well, 
General," said Goldberg, "I am not a great mathemati- 
ciem, but with 80,000 killed and with a wounded ratio of 
three to one, or 240,000, for a total of 320,000, who the hell 
| are we fighting?" 
The president's reactions to the discussions were veiled. 
| He posed questions to each man around the table, prob- 
ing lor the cause of the dramatic shift in the majority view 
since the preceding November. At first he suspected that 
one of the briefers had "poisoned the well," but in the end 
he realized that the group had based iis decision upon 
more fundamental considerations: the erosion of public 
confidence in the government, the dire state of the Ameri- 
can economy, the plaguing uncertainties in South Viet- 
nam, cmd the cost in lives and dollars of five to ten more 
years of war. Ás Johnson listened to Bundy's summary, he 
recorded on his note pad the verdict of his wise men. The 
phrases were broken, but the meaning was clear: “Can 
no longer do job we set out to do... Adjust our course... 
Move to disengage." 








“I shall not seek...” 


“Good evening, my fellow Americans.” The red TV cam- 
era light switched on at precisely 9:00 p.m., Sunday, March 
31, 1968. Bathed in the high-intensity television lights that 
surrounded his desk in the Oval Office, the president of 
the United States—his brow deeply furrowed, his eyes 
ringed by dark circles—looked every bit the weary man 
that he was. "Tonight I want to speak to you of peace in 
Vietnam and Southeast Asia. No other question so pre- 
occupies our people. No other dream so absorbs the 250 
million human beings who live in that part of the world. 
No other goal motivates American policy in Southeast 
Asia.” He spoke of the “failure” of the Tet offensive, of the 
“widespread disruption and suffering’ it had caused, of 
the mounting casualties “on both sides of the struggle,” 
and of the need “to bring an end to this long and this 
| bloody war.” Then he returned to the issue of peace. 
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“Tonight, I renew the offer I made last August—to stop 
the bombing of North Vietnam. We ask that talks begin 
promptly, that they be serious talks on the substance of 
peace. We assume that during those talks Hanoi will not 
take advantage of our restraint. ... We are reducing— 
substantially reducing—the present level of hostilities. And 
we are doing so unilaterally, and at once.” 

Johnson announced that he had already ordered “our 
aircraft and our naval vessels to make ... no attacks 
around the principal populated areas” of North Vietnam. 
But in order to protect “forward allied positions,” bombing 
would continue in “the area north of the Demilitarized 
Zone.” He made no mention of the twentieth parallel or 
any other line of demarcation. Neither did he specify the 
duration of the halt nor list any conditions under which the 
bombing would be resumed. Instead he held out the possi- 
bility of “a complete bombing halt" depending upon 
future events. Yet if the terms of the president's new initia- 
tive came from Rusk's proposal, the emphasis echoed 
Clifford's. 

“Now, as in the past, the United States is ready to send 
its representatives to any forum, at any time, to discuss the 
means of bringing this ugly war to an end.... I call upon 
President Ho Chi Minh to respond positively, and favor- 
ably, to this new step toward peace ... the first in what I 
hope will be a series of moves toward peace.” 

The president then disclosed two other decisions—to 
send an additional 13,500 troops to Viemam and to re- 
equip the South Vietnamese army—but their impact was 
overshadowed by the announcement of the bombing halt 
and the even more dramatic statements that followed. 


For 37 years in the service of our Nation, first as a Congressman, 
as a Senator and as Vice President and now as your President, I 
have put the unity of the people first. ... 


And holding the trust that is mine, as President of all the people, I 
cannot disregard the peril to the progress of the American 
people and the hope and the prospect of peace for all peoples.... 


What we won when all of our people united just must not now be 
lost in suspicion, distrust, selfishness and politics among any of 
our people. 


Johnson had reached the formal end of his speech. He 
paused briefly. Even among his closest aides, few knew 
that at the last moment the president had appended m- 
other section to his text. Fewer still knew what he was 
about to say. 

“Believing this as I do, I have concluded that I should 
not permit the Presidency to become involved in the parti- 
scm divisions that are developing in this political year,” he 
asserted. ‘Accordingly, I shall not seek, and 1 will not ac- 
cept, the nomination of my party for another term as your 
President.” 

The president's concluding words electrified the nation 
and the world. Even though he had not formally declared 


himself a candidate for reelection, it was generally as- 
sumed that he would run. Even though he told many of his 
close aides and friends that he might not, few took him 
seriously. Lyndon Baines Johnson was above all a crea- 
ture of American politics and a master of its art. The son of 
poor Texas dirt farmers, he had climbed the “greasy pole” 
of democratic politics, as Benjamin Disraeli once de- 
scribed it, and attained the most powerful office in the 
world's most powerful nation. He had fought for what he 
got, and those who knew him best did not believe he 
would ever just give it up. 

If he surrendered, however, it was not so much because 
he was beaten as because he recognized the futility of the 
fight. The American people had rendered a judgment, 
and he accepted that judgment. Brash, vulgar, domi- 
neering on the one hand, warm, generous, idealistic on 
the other, Lyndon Johnson was a man of contradictions. 
Yet in his feeling for his “fellow Americans,” as he always 
called them, his egoism amd his compassion converged. 


- 


UO late in the CNN po uem the text of his March 31 speech. 


He wanted to be remembered as a great president, and | 
great because he had genuinely helped the people. In- | 
stead he had divided them and left divided judgments | | 
about his greatness. 

None of the decisions that Johnson announced on March 
31 was irrevocable. The duration of the bombing halt was 
contingent upon the response of the North Vietnamese; the | 
future improvement of ARVN upon the will of the South | 
Vietnamese to fight; and the new American troop ceiling | 
upon developments that no one could then predict. The 
president also could have revoked the decision to with- 
draw from the presidential race. Yet there was more con- 
viction and more finality attached to that decision than to 
any of the others. Consumed by the war he had chosen to 
fight, and by the war at home it had created, he withdrew 
from the battle in the hope of rising above it. To restore 
unity in America he would seek peace in Vietnam. The 
war, he realized, was tearing the nation apart. 
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It was, declared the New York Times, "an as- 
tounding announcement.” Scarcely had the pres- 
ident finished speaking before tributes began 
pouring into the White House from a stunned and 
grateful nation. “President Johnson's decision to 
sacrifice himself on the altar of peace and na- 
tional unity,” proclaimed the Los Angeles Times, 
"is an act of stetesmenship which entitles him to 
the American people's deepest sympathy and ro- 
spect.” The Washington Post believed the presi- 
dent's “personal sacrifice in the name of national 
unity” entitled him to “a very special place in the 
annals of American history and to a very special 
kind of gratitude end appreciation.” Even the 
Chicago Tribune, no friend of Democrats, could 
hardly restrain its admiration for "em act of self- 
abnegation unparalleled in American history.” 
The source of the national approbation that 
washed over Lyndon Johnson during the first 
‚of April was only teo apparent. “There is 
visichibir American house new,” the presi- 
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dent had declared from the Oval Office. "There is divisive- 
ness among us all tonight.” Inflamed by the war, a crisis of 
domestic harmony more profound than at any time since 


| the Civil War gripped the people of the United States. No 
| one person any longer seemed to speak for a common 





American purpose. No one any longer seemed confident 
that the social consensus forged out of depression and 
world war could endure. 

Thus, it was with something close to exhilaration that 
the nation celebrated the presidents call for unity. 
Throngs of well-wishers cheered Johnson's visit to New 
York for the investiture of Archbishop Terence Cardinal 
Cooke, while sixty blocks south the New York stock market 
recorded its greatest trading day in history, finishing with 
a twenty-point jump in the Dow Jones average. When 
Hanoi sent word on April 3 that it accepted the American 
offer and was prepared to talk, Johnson's gamble ap- 
peared to be on the verge of success. 

But peace, whether abroad or at home, could no longer 
be purchased even at so great a cost. Johnson, more than 
most, understood the terrible dimensions of the problems 
he sought to resolve. “I put my last chips on the table,” he 


Preceding page. A demonstrator places pink carnations in 
the rifles of guards near the Pentagon. Soon after violence 
erupted; 27 persons were injured, 250 arrested. 
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| at the April 1967 New York rally (shown on facing page). 
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told Postmaster-General Larry O'Brien the morning after 
his historic address. “But I don't think that's enough. I don't 
think even foregoing the presidency will be enough.” It 
would prove to be a painfully accurate prophecy. The 
promise of negotiations would dissipate in weeks of 
wrangling over an acceptable site, and the hope of na- 
tional reconciliation would explode in a murderous spring 
of political upheaval, civil disorder, and assassination. 


The expansion of dissent 


That explosion had been years in the making. As long as 
American military participation in the war remained rela- 
tively modest, public demonstrations against U.S. policy in 
South Vietnam were practically nonexistent. But with the 
escalation of the war in the spring of 1965, the implications 
of continued American involvement began to provoke vo- 
cal expressions of anger and dismay from a growing 
number of ordinary citizens. 

The 20,000 protesters who rallied in Washington on 
April 17 of that year were one sign of the new anxiety. An- 
other was the "teach-ins." The first took place on March 24 
at the University of Michigan, an all-night marathon of 
speeches, songs, discussions, cmd seminars on the Viet- 
nam conflict. Within weeks teach-ins on the war had 
taken place at over 100 colleges and universities. The 


| 





emonstrations against the war grew in size, so did the ranks of counterdemonstrators, like these taunting marchers 
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Thousands of protesters jam the streets of Manhattan in a peaceful antiwar march, largest in the nation 's history, on April 15, 


1967. 
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administration attempted to respond by sending "truth 
teams” of government information officers to campuses, 
with little success. Therealter the government was much 
more cautious in exposing its policies to public scrutiny. 
But the momentum of dissent could not be halted. 

From the beginning, the antiwar movement was a 
counterpoint of radical and moderate impulses. Soon after 
the April 17 march, a group of independent leftists gath- 
ered thirty-three antiwar organizations into the National 
Coordinating Committee To End the War in Vietnam. One 
month later the California-based Vietnam Day Committee 
attempted to block troop trains. In October, the two groups 
mounted demonstrations in ninety-three cities in what or- 
ganizers called the “International Days of Protest.” 

Yet the largest antiwar march of 1965 took place under 
the direction of SANE, a liberal, middle-class peace 
group that attracted some 30,000 people to Washington on 
November 27. Led by veteran Socialist Norman Thomas, 
pediatrician Dr. Benjamin Spock, and Mrs. Martin Luther 


| King, Jr., they carried signs calling for an end to the bomb- 


ing and a supervised cease-fire. “Middle-class Ameri- 
cans may not be any wiser than beatniks,” commented 
Robert Sherrill in the Nation, “but they mean a lot more to 
Johnson, whose backbone of consensus is built right 
through the middle.” 

The most striking protest of 1965 took place during the 
Octcber demonstrations when David J. Miller, a twenty- 
two-year-old Catholic pacifist, burned his dralt card in 
defiance of a newly passed federal law making such ac- 
tion a felony. Miller was convicted and sent to prison, but 
draft resistance rapidly became a major part of the anti- 
war strategy. The decision in February 1966 to begin induc- 
tion of college students “who were in the lower levels of 
their respective classes” brought a swift and angry re- 
sponse from college campuses, where selective service 
exams became a focus of protest. Draft resistance groups 
sprang up everywhere, their mood expressed by a lapel but- 
ton: “Not With My Life You Don't.” It was the first time that 
many college men confronted the prospect of conscription, 
and at many places the demonstrations attracted a much 
greater variety of students than had taken part in the past. 





Dissent becomes respectable 


During 1966 the antiwar movement expanded in a number 
of other ways. The resumption of American air strikes over 
North Vietnam on January 31, after a thirty-seven-day 
bombing pause, brought peace groups out in force. In 
Washington 100 members of Veterans and Reservists To 
End the War in Vietnam picketed the White House and 
tried to return their medals and campaign ribbons to the 
president. Four days later 5,000 American scientists, in- 
cluding seventeen Nobel Prize winners, begged the White 
House for a review of U.S. chemical and biological war- 
fare in Vietnam. Numerous groups—physicians, lawyers, 
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veterans, teachers, industrialists, clergymen, and enter- 
tainers—ran advertisements in the New York Times calling 
for an end to the war. Opening the Senate Foreign Rela- 
tions Committee's hearings on the war on February 7, 
Chairman William Fulbright told reporters he had “never 
seen such dissent, reservation, groping, and concern.” 

The month-long Fulbright hearings made dissent re- 
spectable and paved the way for a flurry of nearly fifty 
“peace candidates” in fifteen states during the 1966 Con- 
gressional campaign. While most went down to defeat, 
some polled surprisingly well, including Robert Scheer, 
the editor of the radical magazine Ramparts, who received 
45 percent of the primary vote against a liberal incumbent 
in Oakland's 7th district; and Alice Franklin Bryant, who 
won the Democratic nomination in Washington State’s Ist 
Congressional district. In a local referendum held in Dear- 
born, Michigan, nearly 40 percent of the voters called for 
an immediate cease-fire and withdrawal of U.S. troops. 

By 1967 antiwar activists were prepared to demonstrate 
that active opposition to the war was not limited to a few 
radicals and political idealists but included vast numbers 
of ordinary men and women. On April 15 some 300,000 
Americans—"Quakers, Roman Catholics, Jewish war vet- 
erans, Episcopal seminarians, and students ... middle- 
class marchers in business suits, and housewives with 
children in baby buggies”—gathered in New York City in 
the largest antiwar rally in U.S. history. Two months later 
a national steering commitiee of adult pacifists, liberals, 
and academic radicals organized Vietnam Summer, an 
effort to bring the war literally to the nation's doorstep. 
Fanning out across communities all over the country, 
20,000 students, housewives, ministers, and young profes- 
sors canvassed their neighbors’ attitudes on the war, built 
local antiwar organizations, held lectures and discussion 
groups, distributed leaflets, and organized "peace fairs.” 
In September, pollster Louis Harris reported a 12 percent 
drop in support for the war over the previous two months. 
Despite the president's assurance that there were "no 
deep divisions” over his conduct of the war, Time maga- 
zine found instead “a clashing disharmony” ringing “loud 
and clear the length of the land.” 

Yet by the fall of 1967 antiwar forces were in a quan- 
dary. For all its growing size and energy, the movement 
had had little effect on the war. Draft calls continued to 
rise: 11,400 in April; 19,800 in June; 29,000 in August. So 
did casualty figures: August 13-19, 108 Americans killed; 
September 1-7, 157; September 8-14, 236. 

The peace movement had succeeded in reaching out 
beyond the ranks of the demonstrators. But it had also 
provoked vocal assertions of support for the war and con- 
demnation of the antiwar forces. Prowar activists picketed 
antiwar speakers, circulated petitions, and staged vigils in 
each of the fifty states. Rallies and parades designed to 
“Support Our Boys” flourished, as did prowar organiza- 
tions like the National Committee for Responsible Patri- 


otism and the California-based Victory in Vietnam Associ- 
ation. Public opinion polls revealed markedly negative 
attitudes toward antiwar activists. In a survey asking 
people to rate various groups and personalities on a 
100-point scale, one-third of the respondents gave war 
protesters a zero. For many people, political scientist John 
Mueller discovered, “opposition to the war came to be as- 
sociated with violent disruption, stink bombs, desecration 
of the flag, profanity, and contempt for American values.” 
Speaker of the House John McCormack called criticism 
of the war “a valuable mark of sympathy” for the Com- 
munist cause and excoriated dissenters, to a standing ova- 
tion from 100 House members. Accusing militant peace 
groups of “rebellion [that] verges on treason,’ former 
president Dwight D. Eisenhower refused to support any 
candidate advocating a withdrawal from Vietnam. 
Moreover, the tenuous alliance between radical amd 
moderate peace forces had begun to come apart. SANE 
spent much of 1967 arguing internally whether the organi- 
zation should associate itself with groups like the National 
Mobilization Committee. A Mobilization cochairman 
thought of it as a “generational gap, with the older liberal 
organizations lagging behind the students.” But SANE 
founder Norman Cousins saw it differently: “We couldn't 





control what those people would say, and we didn't want 
SANE to be taxed with ideas that most of us didn't share.” 
For their part, the defeat of most peace candidates in 
the 1966 elections had turned many radicals away from 
the electoral process. Convinced that protest and educa- 
tion were not enough to halt the war, antiwar activists de- 
termined to confront directly the American military ma- 
chine at the source of its manpower, the induction center, 
and at the Pentagon itself. 


March on the Pentagon 


During a week of protests, sit-ins, and running battles with 
the police, Stop the Draft demonstrators in Oakland, Cali- 
fornia, attacked the process of induction. On Monday, Oc- 
tober 16, 120 pacifists were arrested following a sit-in at 
the Oakland induction center. The next day protest 
erupted into violence as 3,000 demonstrators throwing bot- 
tles and chunks of brick resisted a furious attack by Oak- 
land riot police wielding nightsticks and Mace. With si- 
multameous antidratt actions underway in fifteen other 
cities, the Oakland clashes reached a climax on Friday, 
October 20, when 10,000 demonstrators, many wearing hel- 
mets and shields, battled police for hours over control of a 





Police subdue a “Stop the Draft" protester in Oakland during a week of bloody antiwar demonstrations around the U.S. in 


mid-October, 1967. 
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twenty-two block area surrounding the induction center. 
| Three thousand miles away, it was Washington's turn. 
| Within a month of the spring marches, the National Mobi- 
| lization Committee had begun plans for a confrontation in 
the capital, eventually securing the cooperation of 100 sep- 
arate antiwar organizations. To accommodate the variety 
of positions represented by these groups, the committee 
designed a two-part demonstration: for those interested in 
simply protesting the government's prosecution of the war, 
a rally; for those willing to challenge the government's au- 
thority, a march on the Pentagon. On Saturday, October 
21, 75,000 people streamed into Washington and gathered 
in front of the Lincoln Memorial to hear speakers condemn 
Lyndon Johnson and the war, as blue and red Vietcong 
flags waved above signs demanding that the government 
“Bring Home the GIs Now!” 

The marchers’ numbers had been kept down by the 
government's own well-publicized preparations. Army 
patrols circled major government buildings. Speaker John 
McCormack ordered the House of Representatives closed 
| against the possibility of invasion. Guards were heavily 
reinforced at the gates of the White House, while troops of 
the 82d Airborne Division—many of them Vietnam veter- 
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‘In the name of humanity we will call the warmakers to task." The first of some 30,000 demonstrators assemble outside the Pen- 


ans—waited outside the capital. Military police ringed the 
Pentagon. On the roof, federal marshals and army rifle- 
men, weapons at hand, scanned the approaches to the gi- 
ant complex as helicopters flew back and forth monitoring 
the demonstration. The United States government had pre- 
pared for a confrontation of force with tens of thousands of 
its own citizens. 

As the last speeches came to cm end at the Lincoln 
Memorial, 30,000 demonstrators linked arms, crossed the 
Arlington Memorial Bridge, and advanced toward the 
Pentagon. They came, said a spokesman for the Episcopal 
Peace Fellowship, “to disrupt the center of the American 
war machine.” Suddenly, hundreds of young people 
broke through a line of MPs and raced up the Pentagon's 
main steps. As thousands more followed, troops fired tear 
gas cmd struck the demonstrators with truncheons. A sec- 
ond charge carried a few protesters into the building be- 
fore a wave of soldiers hurled them out. For the rest of the 
afternoon the demonstrators alternately taunted the troops 
in front of them and cajoled the soldiers to “join us.” In the 
early October twilight someone held aloft a burning dratt 
card; soon hundreds of such tiny flames flickered in the 
darkness. At midnight, after reporters had left, soldiers 


M 





ES 





90 


and federal marshals began clubbing those protesters 
directly in front of the main entrance and hauling them 
away. By the time the demonstration came to an end 
twenty-four hours later, more than 700 people had been 
arrested and fully twice that number listed as casualties. 
“The Pentagon [march] marked the end of the old am- 
bivalence,” wrote one antiwar observer, “now there are 
two sides, one right, one wrong. They were hopelessly 
mismatched, of course, but a sense of the quickening po- 
tential for upheaval in American society gave the move- 
ment new determination.” In the last two months of the 
year thousands of demonstrators fought mounted police in 
New York City, while a bloody antidraft protest erupted at 
the University of Wisconsin. As 1,600 corporate leaders or- 
ganized Business Executives Move for Vietnam Peace, 
protesters fought a five-day guerrilla war against 4,000 
police guarding New York’s Whitehall induction center. 
But the war was not the only thing dividing Americans 
in the spring of 1968. The agony of racial violence, the hos- 
tility between the generations, and the growing isolation of 
the white working class all threatened to unravel the so- 
cial fabric of the nation. For blacks, students, and workers 
alike the war acted as a powerful irritant, exacerbating 
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Above and top. As the demonstrations outside the Pentagon against "McNamara's War” turn to violent skirmishes, the secre- 
tary of defense watches from his office window. | 














Profiles 
in 
Protest 





They all opposed the Vietnam War. It 
was really the only thing the three men 
had in common. They were unlikely activ- 
ists, of different generations and back- 
grounds. Two took to the streets to protest 
the war on behalf of vastly dissimilar or- 
ganizations, while the other tried to work 
at the heart of the system. Yet each man, 
in his own way, was instrumental in 
bringing war protest to the American 
people. 


Antiwar doctor 





He was the only famous pediatrician 
in Ámerica. His renown as an authority 
on children gave Dr. Benjamin Spock an 
advantage when he became a leading 
activist in a world far removed from 
babies. But some Americans must have 
wondered why Dr. Spock was marching 
with radical youths raised by the methods 
associated with his name. 

At six-foot-four he was a striking im- 
age on the picket line, white hair, horn- 
rimmed glasses, “still brawny, even 
though he is sixty-four years old,” a re- 
porter noted. Educated at the finest 
schools, moving into a successful medical 
practice, and author of Baby and Child 
Care, one of the all-time bestsellers, 
Spock's career in the 1940s and 1950s 
was comfortable and decidedly conven- 
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tional. He had supported the war in 
Korea and stayed removed from most af- 
fairs outside of the hospital. Except for 
giving public support to John Kennedy's 
campaign in 1960, he was apolitical. But 
the resumption of nuclear testing in the 
early 1960s brought Benjamin Spock into 
the political arena as a concerned physi- 
cian. He joined SANE, the moderate dis- 
armament group, and marched in dem- 
onstrations to end nuclear testing. 

In 1964, Spock worked hard for Lyn- 
don Johnson, believing he offered the only 
hope for peace. Then escalation in Viet- 
nam began. Spock felt betrayed, and 
when he looked into the facts of the war, 
he was outraged. He believed the war 
was not only immoral, it was hypocritical. 
The U.S. maintained that “our hearts 
bleed for the poor people of Vietnam,” 
Spock argued, while at the same time 
“we bomb their homes ... and kill and 
maim their children.” His solutions were 
as clear and simple as his protest: stop 
the bombing, negotiate with everyone, in- 
cluding the NLF. One journalist said he 
sounded “no more radical than say, Rob- 
ert F. Kennedy.” 

As a national officer in SANE, Spock 
organized some of the early protest 
marches against the war. He seemed 
willing to go anywhere, speak, march, 
sign anything that might bring the conflict 
to an end. And he did it all with a cheery, 
good--guy spirit that none could assail as 
wide-eyed fanaticism. 

But there were other charges—that he 
had created an entire generation of un- 
disciplined young men and women—"Tm 
not responsible for all those brats,” he 
would snap; or that he was being duped 
by militant activists with little stake and 
less interest in American society— How 
can I make people realize I'm doing 
exactly what I want to do?” he would ask. 

Whether he approved of the young 
people's idealism, or was manipulated by 
the more radical among them, his own 
moral convictions increasingly allied him 
with protests at the edge of the law. Dur- 
ing 1967 he began to speak out forcefully 
on behalf of draft resistance, his actions 
eventually resulting in a federal in- 
dictment for conspiracy to help draft re- 
sisters and hinder the draft laws. As he 


awaited trial Spock was undaunted: “I'd 
be delighted if the government would 
prosecute me! ... 1 would be glad to have 
the opportunity to prove that we were 
right.” 





Accidental radical 





From Benjamin Spock to Carl Oglesby 
is a leap across bounds of class, time, and 
experience. Even when Spock drifted to- 
ward the militants, he was still a moder- 
ate by temperament and conviction. Carl 
Oglesby became president of Students for 
a Democratic Society just as it took the 
first steps wholly outside the conventional 
American political spectrum. 

He was a radical almost by accident. 
In 1964 Oglesby was a twenty-nine- 
year-old technical writer for Bendix 
Aviation in Ann Arbor, Michigan, an av- 
erage fellow with a wife and kids, a 
house and a mortgage. His roots were in 
the working class in Ohio, and he had 
wandered the country trying to make it as 
an actor and playwright before returning 
to the Midwest. 

While working part-time for a con- 
gressional candidate he later character- 
ized as “a Cold War liberal,” Oglesby 
drew the assignment of writing the candi- 
date's position paper on the Vietnam 
War. By the time he was finished, he had 
become convinced that Vietnam was sim- 
ply a proxy for America’s cold war 
enemies. Even worse, he concluded, the 
U.S. was supporting the wrong side. 

The candidate and his staff rejected 
the paper, calling Oglesby a radical; this 
surprised him because he didnt think of 
himself as one. But his open letter about 
Vietnam in a University of Michigan 
magazine drew the attention of local 
members of Students for a Democratic 
Society, and the one-time playwright was 
launched on a different career. 

At the time he got involved with SDS, 
the organization had scarcely made a 
tipple on most college campuses. But 
Oglesby believed a student movement 
could be built to oppose the war in Viet- 
nam. Within a year SDS had staged the 
first major protest against the war, and 
Carl Oglesby was its new president. 
Over the next twelve months he traveled 


the country: “big meetings, little meetings, 
just standing on a soap box trying to 
gather a crowd,” at one university after 
another. 

In a speech at a Washington rally in 
late 1965, Oglesby assailed not just the 
war, but the system “that creates and sus- 
tains the war in Vietnam.” The men who 
planned and directed American involve- 
ment in Southeast Asia, who thought 
themselves technically amd morally ca- 
pable of suppressing revolutions in other 
countries, weren't bad men, he said, they 
were liberals: “good men” who had been 
“divided from their compassion by the in- 
stitutional system.” 

His rejection of liberalism received the 
only standing ovation that day and estab- 
lished him as a national figure on the 
New Left. While Oglesby continued to 
travel and talk and organize—becoming 
“our only spellbinder,” as one SDSer ob- 
served—he remained a reserved, thought- 
ful person off the speaker's platform, one 
of the few in the movement who seemed 
to spend time studying and considering 
his positions. And while he was never 
sure if his actions, or the surging antiwar 
movement, could end the war, he be 
lieved that “one thing you could do was 
save the soul of the middle class.” 

But even as Oglesby worried about 
America's soul, more militant antiwar ac- 
tivists began talking about revolution. 
Several years older than most of his fel- 
low radicals, feeling more and more re- 
moved from the talk of rebellion, he 
looked at a divided country in 1968 with a 
growing sense of tragedy about the war 
and the movement against it he had 
helped create. 





Democratic insurgent 


He was always on the move—arriving 
out of breath, picked up at the airport by 
one of the young people who drove for 
him around the country. He would make 
his speech or attend a meeting—then go 
somewhere else, rarely stopping for 
sleep. A man in perpetual motion: That 
was how friends remembered Allard 
Lowenstein in 1967 when he built a move- 
ment to stop Lyndon Johnson's reelection 
as president. 


One of Lowenstein's great gifts, they 
said, was his ability to communicate the 
sense of "urgency and importance of 
what he was doing”: eyes darting behind 
thick glasses, intense, speaking with a 
moving eloquence. He believed that the 
right candidate could ride the wave ol 
Democratic dissatisfaction over the ad- 
ministration’s Vietnam policy and win the 
presidential nomination. Not many people 
in 1967 thought LB] could be defeated at 
the ballot box. Lowenstein was used to 
being in the minority. 

When he started talking about finding 
a Democratic alternative to Johnson, he 
was already known in liberal circles of 
the party and admired for his idealism, 
courage, and keen tactical sense. “If 
there was ever a man who seemed to be 
at one with history,” someone who had 
known him since the civil rights days in 
Mississippi said, "it was Al Lowenstein in 
1987." 

David Halberstam had called him "a 
refugee from the New Deal." People knew 
him as a tough political pragmatist with a 
knack for finding underdog causes and 
fighting for them. He had gone South to 
help found the Mississippi Freedom Dem- 
ocratic party and the Freedom Vote, 
smuggled a black student out of South Af- 
rica and written a book on conditions 
there. He taught at universities, practiced 
law, became a leader in the liberal 
Americans for Democratic Action. 

Now he saw a new danger. “If you 
foreclose the options of politics by saying 
you cannot oppose a sitting president ... 
then the frustration has to spill over into 
nonpolitical or nonelectoral protest.” 

Lowenstein set out to demonstrate that 
dissent was not limited to long-haired 
peace marchers. But he had to start with 
the students, “because we had no money 
and therefore no hope of getting anybody 
else to work for us.” With $2,000 and the 
help of Curtis Gans, an old colleague 
from ADA, Lowenstein crisscrossed the 
country, attending conferences of student 
leaders, recruiting lieutenants, and 
spreading the word that Johnson could be 
stopped by traditional political means. At 
a convention of the National Student As- 
sociation on August 15, 1967, he formally 
christened his crusade the “Dump John- 


son Movement.” 

Through the rest of the summer and 
into the fall Lowenstein expanded his net- | 
work of dissent. What he needed were a 
few people: respectable, locally promi- 
nent Democrats who believed that the 
president could be beaten. He also 
needed a candidate. 

His first choice was Robert Kennedy, 
but the senator was skeptical. He tried to 
entice Congressman Don Edwards of 
California, Senator Frank Church of 
Idaho, the economist John Kenneth Gal- 
braith, and General James M. Gavin—all 
to no avail. Finally George McGovern of 
South Dakota suggested his fellow sena- 
tor from Minnesota, Eugene McCarthy. To 
Lowenstein's surprise, Senator McCarthy 
accepted. 

Three months later, McCarthy had 
come within an eyelash of winning the 
New Hampshire primary, and Lyndon 
Johnson had retired from the race. Allard 
Lowenstein had begun with a simple, 
some said naive, proposition, that antiwar 
sentiment could be harnessed to bring 
down an incumbent president. He wa- 
gered that the system could be made to 
work—and he won. 


* * E * * 


Benjamin Spock and three of his co- 
defendants were found guilty of con- 
spiracy to aid draft resisters and impede 
the draft laws. But a higher court re- 
versed the conviction. During the 
mid-1970s, he revised Baby and Child 
Care to meet the demands of changing 
times and wrote a column for Redbook 
magazine. Carl Oglesby wrote for Ram- 
parts and other magazines and continues 
to write and lecture. Allard Lowenstein 
served a term in Congress before return- 
ing to his life of free-lance crusading. He 
was murdered in 1980 by a former col- 
league from the civil rights movement. 
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Blacks join the April 15, 1967, peace march in New York City. 


their sense of powerlessness and inflaming their dis- 
content. 


Two societies 


Since 1955, when Martin Luther King, Jr., led Montgomery, 
Alabama, blacks against the city bus lines, the civil rights 
movement had recorded enormous gains. But neither the 
legal victories over segregation and discrimination nor 
LBJ's “war on poverty” proved sufficient to arrest a grow- 
ing tide of black anger and alienation. Caught between 
rising expectations and the deterioration of their neighbor- 
hoods, between the promise of “freedom now” and the 
harsh reality of white backlash, blacks released their frus- 
trations in annual cataclysms of violence: 1965—riots in Los 
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Angeles; 1966—riots in Cleveland and Chicago; 1967—riots 
in Tampa, Cincinnati, Atlanta, Detroit, Houston, Mil- 
waukee, Nashville, New Haven, Phoenix, Dayton, and 
Newark. 

In the wake of the 1967 riots, President Johnson ap- 
pointed a special Commission on Civil Disorders chaired 
by Illinois governor Otto Kerner. Its report, issued on 
March 1, 1968, was frank and uncompromising. Citing a 
"clear pattern of severe disadvantage for Negroes,” the 
commission painted a stark picture: inferior schools, de- 
crepit housing, crime rates consistently higher than in 
white areas, poor sanitation conditions and substandard 
medical facilities, higher incidence of major diseases and 
a higher mortality rate, a growing legion of permanently 
unemployed, police brutality, and a double standard of 
justice and protection. 

Pointing to white racism as the root cause of these con- 
ditions, the commission noted that little had been done in 
the aftermath of the riots to address the legitimate griev- 
ances of the black community. "Instead, in several cities 
the principal official response has been to train and equip 
the police with more sophisticated weapons,” including 
automatic rifles, machine guns, and tanks, “weapons de- 
signed to destroy, not to control.” The United States, con- 
cluded the commission, was rapidly moving toward two 
societies: one black, poor, shuttered in the decaying heart 
of the central cities; the other white, affluent, and subur- 
ban. To continue the present policies was to accept the inev- 
itability of racial hatred and individual despair, to invite 
still greater outbursts of urban violence and social anarchy. 





“Hell no, we won't go!” 


One of the most disturbing aspects of the Kerner Commis- 
sion report was its conclusion that black Americans were 
increasingly unwilling to pursue a strategy of peaceful re- 
form. Growing frustrations were now leading many young 
blacks in particular to "the conviction that there is no ef- 
fective alternative to violence as a means of achieving re- 
dress of grievances." It was out of this seed bed of alien- 
ation and hostility that militemt advocates of immediate 
change raised the banner of "Black Power." 

Confronted with the intransigence of white southern of- 
ficials, and the failure of protest to solve the problems of 
the urbem slums, young militemts like Stokely Carmichael 
of SNCC (Student Non-Violent Coordinating Committee) 
began to part ways with more moderate black organiza- 
tions. Carmichael and other Black Power leaders encour- 
aged the establishment of black cooperatives, demanded 
community control of black schools, and exalted black 
pride. Along with such ultranationalist groups as the 
Black Panther Party in California, Carmichael called for 
"liberation" instead of integration, applauded the idea of 
"guerrilla warfare" in the ghettos, and described urban 
riots as political rebellions. Convinced that the white 
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The Black Panthers, like this group marching to an Oakland rally, emerged in the mid-1960s as a radical—some thought 


threatening —expression of black identity. 





power structure would yield only to force, Carmichael 
urged his brothers to “execute the executioners.” 

With Carmichael's chant "Hell no, we won't go!" as its 
rallying cry, SNCC propelled Black Power advocates into 
the antiwar movement. In a statement released in January 
1966, SNCC scoffed at the concern for Vietnamese free- 
dom voiced by the Johnson government. Arguing that 
black draftees had been called upon "to stifle the liber- 
ation of Vietnam” in defense of a democracy that “does 
not exist for them at home,” SNCC offered its support to 
those unwilling to accept induction. 

For black militants the war in Vietnam appeared to 
confirm their belief that racism at home produced impe- 
rialist adventures abroad. But even among the mass of the 
black population there was growing disaffection with the 
war effort. Public opinion polls revealed that blacks were 
far more likely to oppose the war than whites. Even mod- 
erate and conservative black leaders feared that the esca- 
lation of the war meant that precious dollars that could 
have gone toward remedying the ills of their community 
were instead being used to purchase guns, tanks, and 
bombs, Others were more specific, calling the war racist, 
and pointing to the disproportionate number of black 
draftees and the high level of black casualties in the 
1965-1967 period. Some simply didn't think their country 
was worth fighting for. Among the rioters in Detroit in 





1967, 39 percent expressed this view to Kerner Commis- 
sion investigators; in Newark the figure was 53 percent. 

By 1968 black Vietnam veterans—nearly 120,000 
strong—had become a particularly embittered group. 
Proud of the job they were doing and supportive of Ameri- 
can goals while they were in Vietnam, many found them- 
selves increasingly opposed to the war once they returned 
home. “The black veteran quickly gets to feeling that he 
has been seduced and abandoned by the man,” said one 
former infantry officer. "Thats why you won't find many 
black vets as hawkish at home as they were in Nam.” “I'm 
ashamed of what I did in Vietnam,” said George Arm- 
strong, an Army Spec 4 who had fought the Vietcong at 
Dong Be near the South China Sea. “We did to yellow 
people what whites do to us.” If the black veteran returned 
to his home town more disciplined, more self-assured, and 
better trained than other blacks his age, he also expe- 
rienced a special kind of disillusionment. "The brother in 
Vietnam closed his eyes to the prejudice he knew existed 
and hoped against hope that America would change, 
would change because he fought for her,” explained 
Ahmed Lorenc, a marine veteran of the siege of Khe Sanh. 
“But it didn't make a bit of difference, not a bit.” 


The angry cries of the black militants, the deepening | 


concern of the other civil rights leaders, and the growing 
bitterness of the black veteran were all reflected in the 
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personal antiwar odyssey of Martin Luther King, Jr. As 
early as 1965 the domestic consequences of growing 
American involvement in Southeast Asia began to haunt 
King. "The war must be stopped,” he declared. “There 
must be a negotiated settlement with the Vietcong.” The 
statement made headlines and drew a chorus of dis- 
approval—from members of Congress who said King was 
not competent to make such judgments; from southern leg- 
islators delighted that King had finally revealed his “Com- 
munist sympathies”; and from other black leaders who 
told him he was jeopardizing the whole civil rights move- 
ment with such talk. But King would not relent. By mid- 
1966 he had become a vocal opponent of the adminis- 
tration's war policies. Like the black critics who de- 
nounced his commitment to nonviolence, King had come to 
believe that the plight of the black man in America was 
only part of an enormous struggle between the poor of the 
world and those who would oppress them. 

This was the message he brought with him on April 4, 
1967, to New York's eminent Riverside Church. "A time 
comes when silence is betrayal,” he declared. “That time 
has come for us in relation to Vietnam.” He described his 
hope only a few years earlier, that white Americans had 
finally begun to deal seriously with the problems of the 
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Martin Luther King, Jr., an outspoken critic of the war, delivers his last political address at a caucus of liberal Democrats in 
California in January 1968. 


poorest among them. "Then came the build-up in Vietnam 
and I watched the program broken and eviscerated as if it 
were some idle political plaything of a society gone mad 
on war... and I knew that I could never again raise my 
voice against the viclence of the oppressed in the ghettos 
without having first spoken clearly to the greatest purvey- 
or of violence in the world today—my own government.” 
During the preceding decade, King charged, the United 
States had sent military advisers to Venezuela and 
mounted counterrevolutionary activities in Guatemala. 
“This is the role our nation has taken—the role of those 
who make peaceful revolution impossible by refusing to 
give up privileges and the pleasures that come from the 
immense profits of overseas investment.” Now the up- 
heaval that the United States had tried vainly to suppress 
was everywhere. In the jungles of Vietnam and the slums 
of Chicago the choice was still ours to make, warned King, 
but no one should any longer misunderstand what was at 
stake: “nonviolent coexistence or violent coannihilation.” 





An indignant generation 


With all its disruption and rage, the idea of black revolu- 
tion was something many white Americans could at least 


comprehend, if not always agree with. When rebellion 
seized their own children, however, they were almost com- 
pletely at a loss. A product of the postwar “baby boom,” 
nurtured in affluence and concentrated in increasing num- 
bers on college and university campuses, it was a gener- 
ation marked by an unusual degree of political awareness 
and cultural alienation. Some shared with the beat writers 
and poets of the late fifties a deep disillusionment with the 
status quo, a restless yearning for something more than a 
"realistic" conformity. Others had been aroused by the 
southern sit-in movement, “the first hint," wrote a contem- 
porary, “that there was a world beyond the campus that 
demanded some kind of personal response.” Not so much 
ideological as moral, they were, in Jessica Mitford's 
words, “an indignant generation.” 

Speaking to the concerns of the most political among 
them, standing ready to provide both leadership and di- 
rection, were the youthful activists of the New Left. By 
mid-decade there was already a burgeoning group of 
radical student organizations. None proved more success- 
ful than the Students for a Democratic Society (SDS), led 
by two University of Michigan student leaders, Tom Hay- 
den and Al Haber, and dedicated to the principles con- 
tained in a 1962 manifesto known as the Port Huron 
Statement. 

“We are the people of this generation,” the statement 
began, “bred in at least modest comfort, housed now in 
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A scene in Washington, D.C., 1965. Breeding grounds of poverty, crime, and drug addiction, the nation’s urban black ghettos 
left some immobilized by despair, others mobilized toward violence. 


universities, looking uncomfortably to a world we inherit.” 
Much of the document was devoted to a thoroughgoing 
critique of American society—its political parties, in- 
dusirial corporations, labor unions, and universities. The 
manifesto demanded a greater democratization of Ameri- 
can political life, greater popular control over economic 


institutions, and a massive “program against poverty.” | 
Coupling opposition to America’s role in the Cold War | 


with opposition to Communist totalitarianism, seeking so- 


cial reform rather than social revolution, much of the Port | 


Huron Statement was not a great deal further left than the 
liberal wing of the Democratic party. 

What was radical about the Port Huron Statement was 
its insistence that America's problems were intercon- 
nected within a vast “system” of institutions and policies 
politically confused and morally bankrupt: “America rests 
in national stalemate, its goals ambiguous and tradition 
bound instead of informed and clear, its democratic sys- 
tem apathetic and manipulated rather than ‘of, by, and for 
the people. " SDS proffered instead a vision of American 
society based on humanism, individualism, and commu- 
nity, a “democratic society, where at all levels the people 
have control of the decisions which affect them and the re- 
sources on which they are dependent.” 

Within a year of their first convention, the young radi- 
cals were prepared to put participatory democracy to 
work on the streets. Inspired by the direct action expe- 
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“Burn, Baby, Burn” 





Above and left. Riots in August 1965 in 
Watts, a black section of Los Angeles, 
shocked the country and provoked 
among blacks a new mood of defiance. 


Above right. A small boy, wounded 
during the Newark riots of 1967, lies in 
a pool of his own blood. 


Right. A burned-out block in Detroit fol- 
lowing riots there in June 1967. 





rience of SNCC in the South, SDS launched ERAP, the 
Economic Research and Action Project. “SDS still believed 
in the possibility of change within the framework of the 
formally representative institutions of American govern- 
ment," recalled ERAP veteran Richard Rothstein. "ERAP's 
goal was to goose those institutions a bit, to set up currents 
in American political life which would reverse the corrup- 
tion of established liberal and trade union forces." SDS 
members established community organizing projects 
among the poor in Baltimore, Chicago, Cleveland, Boston, 
| Newark, Philadelphia, and four other cities. In 1965 ERAP 
spread to San Francisco, New Haven, and elsewhere. 

It soon became clear, however, that the experiment had 
failed. White, middle-class students found "the people" 
harder to reach than they had imagined and suffered 
mounting opposition from local officials. But ERAP had a 
profound effect on those who had taken part. Initially 
hopeful that labor unions emd the liberal middle class 
could be prodded into action, they now viewed the liberal 
establishment with hostility emd contempt. Next time out, 
they would not be content merely to challenge the system. 
| They would resist it. 








| A revolutionary trajectory 


| The vehicle for that resistance was already waiting. On 
| February 7, 1965, the American outpost at Pleiku was at- 
| tacked. On the same day Lyndon Johnson ordered Ameri- 

can bombers into the skies over North Vietnam. One 

month later the U.S. 9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade 
| landed at Da Nang. The war had begun in earnest, and 

the relatively small Washington demonstration SDS had 
scheduled for April 17 turned into the largest peace march 
to date. The demonstrators paraded around the White 
House and then gathered behind the Washington Mon- 
ument to hear SDS president Paul Potter decry the admin- 
istration's war policies. "The incredible war in Vietnam 
has provided the razor," said Potter, cutting away "the last 
vestige of illusions that morality and democracy are the 
guiding principles of American foreign policy.” 

With the Potter speech the reformist tradition of SDS be- 
gan to give way to more urgent demands for action. By the 
fall SDS was organizing directly against the draft, pro- 
voking the attention and condemnation of authorities. Mis- 
sissippi's John Stennis rose in the Senate to denounce this 
“deplorable and shameful activity,” urging the govern- 
| ment “to jerk this movement up by the roots and grind it to 
| bits before it has the opportunity to spread further." Col- 
| umnists Rowland Evans and Robert Novak claimed that 
| SDS had drawn up a "master plan” to “sabotage the war 
| effort.” More pointedly, Attorney General Nicholas 

Katzenbach announced that antidraft activity “begins to 

move in the direction of treason: There are some Com- 
| munists in it and we may have to investigate. We may 
| very well have some prosecutions.” 
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The threats only brought new recruits. From 200 com- 
mitted activists and 10 functioning chapters in 1962, SDS 
now counted 5,500 members in 15] chapters in thirty- 
seven states. By the fall of 1966 estimates of SDS member- 
ship ranged from 15,000 to 25,000—approximating the stu- 
dent body of no more than one large university, but exert- 
ing an influence out of proportion to their numbers. The 
enthusiasm of the new members brought SDS activities 
firmly back to the college campuses: In Florida, Califor- 
nia, Washington, and Illinois, SDS put “free universities” 
into operation. At the University of Nebraska, SDS agi- 
tated for a student bill of rights. At New York University, 
the local SDS chapter staged a rally and student strike 
against a proposed tuition increase. And at Cornell, 
Brown, Columbia, Antioch, Wisconsin, Oberlin, Maryland, 
Kentucky, and Berkeley, SDS groups spearheaded pro- 
tests against university complicity with the war effort, in 
particular the recruiting of students by the navy, marines, 
CIA, and Dow Chemical Company, the manufacturer of 
napalm. 

It was this legion of young activists who in 1966 and 
1967 hurled SDS forward on a revolutionary trajectory. 
The new stance appeared in escalating campus demon- 
strations. It took shape in the strongest antidraft program 
in the country. And it crystallized in an expanding rhetoric 
of resistance and confrontation. SDS members began to 
talk about a “radical rejection of American life and cul- 
ture." As Dotson Radar, a Columbia University SDSer, re- 
called, the “meaninglessness of nonviolent, ‘democratic’ 
methods was becoming clear to us in the spring of 1967. 
The civil rights movement was dead. Pacifism was dead. 
Some Leftists ... knew it early. But it took the rest of us a 
while to give up the sweet life of democratic Left for 
revolt.” 


The other dissenters 


Watching the young soldiers and students stare at each 
other through the long Saturday afternoon of the march on 
the Pentagon, author Norman Mailer observed that they 
seemed to be looking “across the gulf of the classes, the 
middle classes and the white working classes,” and he 
wondered at “the middle-class condemnation of an impe- 
rialist war ... this working-class affirmation.” The wide- 
spread belief that support for the war rested more firmly 
in the working class had received apparent confirmation 
only a few months earlier when more than 70,000 workers 
and their families—longshoremen, truck drivers, carpen- 
ters, seamen, mechanics, policemen—marched down New 
York City’s Fifth Avenue to “Support Our Boys” in Viet- 
nam. Attacking onlookers who held signs calling for an 
end to the war, their own banners displayed a contrary 
belligerence: "Down with the Reds"; "Escalate, Don't Ca- 
pitulate”; “God Bless Us Patriots, May We Never Go Out 
of Style.” 


Unlike their middle-class counterparts, many work- 
ing-class Americans had grasped only enough of the 
post-World War II economic boom to get, in the words of 
one historian, "a taste of comfort without the luxury of se- 
curity.” Those financially unable to escape from the de- 
caying central cities endured rising taxes, received fewer 
social services, and sulfered daily from the social dis- 
locations of a rapidly changing society: crime, inflation, 
and the disintegration of their neighborhoods. 

Not surprisingly, they fought back. They fought back 
against the blacks: resisting the desegregation of northern 
school systems, forming white paramilitary organizations, 
and elevating working-class spokesmen like Louise Day 
Hicks of Boston and Anthony Imperiale of Newark to polit- 
ical prominence. They lashed out against the long-haired 
hippies who turned their backs on the economic well- 
being that working-class families still struggled to 
achieve. They condemned student activism, bewildered at 
the readiness of middle-class youth to abuse the opportu- 
nities they could not provide for their own children, and 
furious at their noisy, sometimes irrational anti- 
Americanism. And they abandoned the liberal political 
leaders whose social programs rarely addressed their 
needs. By the late 1960s working-class Americans were 
looking instead for a Moses of their own to lead them out 
of the wilderness. 

No one on the American political landscape spoke 
more forcefully to their fears and frustrations than George 
Corley Wallace, the once and future governor of Ala- 
bama. A shrewd populist, Wallace had built a following 
in the South with a strident defense of white supremacy 
and racial segregation. Leaping from provincial notoriety 
to national prominence with stunning showings in several 
1964 presidential primaries, he proved as adept at ap- 
pealing to northern workers as he had to poor southern 
whites. The self-styled champion of the "little guy," Wal- 
lace exploited blue-collar workers’ growing sense of futil- 
ity and cynicism. His impassioned rhetoric gave expres- 
sion to their anger and in so doing helped raise the level 
of domestic heat to the boiling point. 

Diminutive, intense, folksy, belligerent, he could rouse 
his audiences to a frenzy with demagogic attacks against 
“left-wing theoreticians, briefcase totin’ bureaucrats, 
ivory-tower guideline writers, bearded anarchists, 
smart-aleck editorial writers, and pointy-headed profes- 
sors." Promising to secure law and order, end school bus- 
ing, and repeal open housing laws, he threatened to 
“have the Justice Department grab them by the long hair— 
these intellectual morons, these professors, these students 
tearing up their draft cards, raising money and blood for 
the Vietcong—and have them charged with treason, have 
them tried and put away....” 

Yet what drove the Wallace campaign forward was not 
hatred so much as despair. Like angry blacks, alienated 
students, and disenchanted intellectuals, working-class 





Americans increasingly thought of themselves as victims 
of a system that had someone else's interests at heart. And | 
like those they condemned, they began to wonder whether 
Vietnam was worth the price. | 

In fact, studies of public attitudes revealed that support 
ol withdrawal was significantly greater among workers | 
than among those of higher economic and educational 
status. What obscured this phenomenon was the reluc- 
tance of blue-collar voters to publicize their views and the 
nature of their disenchantment: the conviction that they 
were being called upon to bear a disproportionate burden | 
of the sacrifice required. 

Class inequities in the draft and the distribution of com- | 
bat assignments were widely recognized. The military re- | 
quired that all registrants pass the Armed Forces Qual- | 
ification Test as well as a physical examination. Both | 
eliminated many of the poor, both white and black. At the | 
same time, student and occupational deferments enabled | 
many privileged young men to avoid the draft for years, if | 
not completely. The result was that men of the working | 
and lower middle classes bore the brunt of the fighting | 
and dying. One GI from Kansas recalled bitterly that "all | 
but two of a dozen high school buddies would eventually 
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"Support Our Boys" parade in New York City, May 1967. 
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serve in Nam and all were from working-class fomilies, 
while I knew of not a single middle-class son of the town's 
businessmen, lawyers, doctors, or big ranchers from my 
high school graduating class who made the trip over the 
big water.” For a working-class mother whose boy had 
been sent to Vietnam it was difficult to understand how 
“the kids with the beads from the fancy suburbs—how they 
get off when my son has to go over there and maybe get 
| his head shot off.” 
This sense of working-class victimization drove a deep 
wedge between blue-collar families and those most vocal 
in their opposition to the war. By 1968, however, what 
overshadowed all else was the terrible cost the war was 
exacting. Although they resented the college students 
thumbing their noses at the government, and abhorred 
antiwar protest as near treason, they had largely lost faith 
in those who said the war must go on. Watching the fu- 
neral procession for a local boy killed in Vietnam, a con- 
struction worker sitting in a Long Island tavern suddenly 
exploded in a rage shared by many of his friends: “For 
| Christ's sake, how long are they going to let that slaughter 
go on over there?” he cried to no one in particular. “The 
whole goddamn country of South Vietnam is not worth the 
lite of one American boy, no matter what the hell our poli- 

| ticians try to tell us. I'm damn sick and tired of watching 
those funerals go by.” 





| A false spring 








| As though some great dam had finally given way under 
the pressure, all the accumulated troubles of a nation in 
turmoil rolled across the land in the spring of 1968. Amid 
scenes of mounting protest and riot the American people 
experienced a stunning series of shocks that left many 
wondering about the future of their country. But if it ended 
in tragedy, it began with hope, with the figure of a single 
man trudging across the hard winter landscape of New 
Hampshire. 
To the few reporters who monitored his progress it 
seemed a futile quest. The candidate traveled at a lack- 
| adaisical pace exhibiting little energy and no emotion. 
"He seemed a nice enough man," an elderly woman re- 
marked, but she could not for the life of her remember his 
name. Only a few young volunteers helped out, and polls 
| predicted that the senator from Minnesota would receive 
no more than 11 percent of the vote. 

Then came Tet and a startling shift of public opinion on 
the war. Doubt and concern had changed to bewilder- 
ment and, in some cases, outrage. In a speech in Man- 
chester, New Hampshire, Eugene McCarthy captured 
| exactly the feelings of many Americans. 


In 1963, we were told that we were winning the war. ... In 1964, 
we were told the corner was being turned. In 1965, we were told 
the enemy was being brought to his knees. In 1966, in 1967, and 
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now again in 1968, we hear the same hollow claims of programs 
and victory. ... Only a few months ago we were told that 65 per- 
cent of the population was secure. Now we know that not even 
the Ámerican embassy is secure. 


For those who believed it was imperative to elect a candi- 
date who would end the war, the McCarthy campaign 
had suddenly become the focus of national attention. 

After Tet thousands of students traveled to New Hamp- 
shire from all along the East Coast, from as far away as 
Michigan, Wisconsin, and even California. Pundits called 
it the "Kiddie Crusade," but many of the kids were gradu- 
ate and undergraduate students from the finest univer- 
sities, suddenly given the opportunity to make a tangible 
contribution toward redirecting the course of American 
foreign policy. They were bright, hard working, and, 
equally important, could not have seemed more conven- 
tional: neatly dressed, their hair trimmed, their manners 
impeccable. The reaction was better than anyone had ex- 
pected. “There are so many people who have kids of their 
own the same age, and they can't talk to their kids,” said 
one local politician. “These kids knock on the door, and 
come in politely, and actually want to talk to grownups, 
and people are delighted.” 

In the astonishing political upset that resulted, it seemed 
as though Eugene McCarthy had single-handedly carried 
the antiwar movement out of the streets and into the poll- 
ing booth. Now anything was possible. "Chi-ca-go! 
Chi-ca-go!" shouted cheering supporters, referring to the 
site of the Democratic National Convention to be held in 
August. “If we come to Chicago with this strength,” 
McCarthy told them, “there will be no violence and no 
demonstrations but a great victory celebration.” 

With the president's call on March 31 for negotiations to 
end the war and McCarthy's victory in the Wisconsin pri- 
mary two days later, the Minnesotan's bold vision seemed 
almost at hand. But there would be no peace. Four days 
after his historic address Lyndon Johnson once more had 
to plead with the nation for an end to hatred and violence. 
Martin Luther King, Jr., had been assassinated. The cities 
of America were on fire. 

For fourteen years the commanding figure in the tor- 
tured struggle for racial justice, winner of the Nobel Prize 
for Peace, eloquent speaker, charismatic leader, King had 
been a transcendent symbol of nonviolent social reform. 
His murder by a white exconvict named James Earl Ray, 
reported one national news magazine, “seemed to 
threaten the onslaught of race war.” 

King's death did ignite the most widespread racial vio- 
lence in the nation's history. Rioting broke out in 169 cities 
causing some $130 million in property damage, bringing 
nearly 24,000 arrests, and taking forty-three lives, thirty- 
six of them blacks. In Detroit, Baltimore, Philadelphia, and 
Toledo, black crowds broke windows, looted stores, and 
set fire to scores of ghetto businesses. Black colleges 
boiled with rage, while high schools in one city after an- 













other closed down in the face of violent racial con- 
frontations. In Baltimore, Detroit, and four southern cities, 
overwhelmed local officials called out the National Guard. 
In New York, an angry Harlem crowd taunted Mayor John 
Lindsay when he arrived at the scene of disorders. In Min- 
neapolis, a black man vowed to kill the first “honky” he 
saw, then shot his white neighbor to death. “My King is 
dead,” he sobbed, firing repeatedly. “My King is dead.” 
Hardest hit were Washington and Chicago. Within 
minutes after news of King’s death, bands of teen-age 
blacks began roaming through downtown Washington. 
By midafternoon the next day, with looting in full swing 
only a few blocks from the White House, a pall of smoke 
fed by more than 700 fires hung over the Capitol. On the 
ground, rampaging blacks of all ages cleaned out store 
alter store. If the looters acted more like Mardi gras revel- 
ers than revolutionaries, others sounded a more ominous 


In his home state of 
Alabama, George 
Wallace addresses 
a rally during his 
1968 presidential 
campaign. 


Inset. A Wallace 
supporter. 


note. "Go home and get your guns,” shouted black mili- 
tant Stokely Carmichael to a group of young rioters. 
“When the white man comes he is going to kill you. I don't 
want any black blood in the street. Go home and get you 
a gun and then come back because I got me a gun.” With 
the situation rapidly getting out of control, the president 
ordered 6,500 army and National Guard troops into the 
city. One contingent took up positions on the grounds of 
the White House itself. But only after the addition of 5,000 
more federal soldiers and another day and night of chaos 
did the rioting end. 

The situation was even worse in Chicago, where whole 
blocks of the West Side ghetto went up in flames, and 
young blacks promised an orgy of destruction. Police, 
fearful of armed confrontation, let looters carry arm loads, 
then carloads, of clothing, food, jewelry, and TV sets 
from shattered store windows. Three thousand National 
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Guardsmen armed with carbines and M] rifles patrolled 
the streets in four-man jeeps. But they had no more suc- 
cess than the police in halting the rioting, which was 
brought under control only with federal troops. 


Columbia 


As the turmoil subsided, students and faculty at New 
York's Columbia University gathered in the campus 
chapel for a memorial service to the fallen civil rights 
leader. Columbia's vice president David Truman had just 
begun his eulogy when Mark Rudd, the newly elected 
chairman of the Columbia SDS chapter, strode to the lec- 
tern. How, he demanded, could the leaders of a university 
that for years had fought the unionization of its own black 
workers, that had stolen land from the people of Harlem, 
presume to memorialize King's death? "Dr. Truman and 
[Columbia's] President Kirk are committing a moral out- 
rage. We will therefore protest this obscenity.” 

Rebellion had been brewing at Columbia for some time 
when Rudd amd his “action faction” took over control of 
Columbia SDS promising a new politics of confrontation. 
Seizing upon King’s death, Rudd called for a rally to pro- 
test the construction of a new gym on city land and the 
university's participation in the Institute for Defense Analy- 
sis (IDA), a multimillion dollar consortium founded in 1955 
to test weapons and military strategy. 

The nearly 1,000 students at the rally on April 23 had no 
plan of action until Bill Sales, a leader of the Student 
Afro-American Society, threw down a gauntlet to the 
white radicals: “If you're talking about revolution," 
shouted Sales, "if you're talking about identifying with the 
Vietnamese struggle ... you don't need to go marching 
downtown. ... You strike a blow at the gym, you strike a 
blow for the Vietnamese people.” 

Chanting “IDA Must Go! IDA Must Go!” the crowd 
seized the administrative offices at Hamilton Hall, barri- 
cading Dean Henry Coleman in his office. Within hours 
SDS leaders went to Low Library to open up a “second 
front.” Once inside, they made their way to President 
Grayson Kirk’s office where they sipped his sherry, 
smoked his cigars, and rifled his files looking for docu- 
ments linking the university with the war effort. Over the 
next three days more buildings were occupied by other 
student groups and a “strike central” was established un- 
der the SDS leadership. 

While counterdemonstrators threatened to end the oc- 
cupation of the buildings by force and teen-age blacks 
stormed the campus, the faculty attempted to negotiate a 
solution to the crisis. But the protesters would not budge 
from their demands. After seven days the increasingly vio- 
lent confrontations between demonstrators cmd counter- 
demonstrators convinced the administration that the stu- 
dents would have to be removed. On April 29, New York 
City police peacefully escorted the black students from 


Hamilton Hall into waiting vans, then forcibly cleared the 
other occupied buildings. 

Three weeks later President Kirk called the police back 
to Columbia with far bloodier results. After demonstrators 
staging a new sit-in at Hamilton Hall had been taken 
away, roving bands of students and nonstudents erected 
barricades, broke windows, set fires in university build- 
ings, and assaulted the police with bricks, bottles, and ob- 
scenities. Ordered to clear the campus, some 500 men of 
the city’s Tactical Police Force smashed through piles of 
debris, then began kicking and clubbing fleeing students. 
Alter their first charge, the TPF gave way to several hun- 
dred plainclothes men armed with billy clubs and black- | 
jacks. Although they had express orders not to enter any 
of the university residences, a group of plainclothes men | 
carrying handguns burst into two dormitories, breaking 
into rooms and beating students. A faculty investigative 
panel later concluded that the police had “engaged in 
acts of individual and group brutality for which a layman 
can see no justification unless it be that the way to restore 
order in a riot is to terrorize civilians.” 

The rebellion at Columbia resulted in nearly 900 ar- 
rests, 180 injuries (34 to police), and the suspension of 73 
students. The demonstrations provoked hundreds of pro- 
tests at campuses around the couniry, including at least 
forty major confrontations, and unleashed a torrent of criti- 
cism against the students. 

Grayson Kirk went on national television to castigate | 
“those who are out to wreck the university.” Lyndon John- 
son labeled the militant students “young totalitarians,” 
while the editors of Fortune magazine warned that SDS | 
was ‘acting out a revolution—not a protest ... but an hon- 
est-to-God revolution.” It was an assessment welcomed 
by those who had led the Columbia uprising. “Liberal so- 
lutions ... are not allowed anymore,” declared Mark 
Rudd. "We are out for social and political revolution, noth- | 
ing less." 


RFK 


But for the most revolutionary young ideologue, the most | 
angry black, the most dissatisfied worker, there still | 
seemed an alternative. The radicals had called it the “Lib- | 
eration Ticket"—Kennedy and King. One had been | 
gunned down, but the other remained. 

Although an image of arrogance, even ruthlessness, 
had followed him from his early days as counsel to a Sen- 
ate committee investigating labor racketeering, Robert 
Kennedy had shown a remarkable capacity to understand | 
the suffering of others. More than this, he had demon- 
strated an untiring commitment to the welfare of those 
who had gotten little more than the crumbs of the great 
American banquet. In fact, Kennedy appealed most 
strongly to precisely those groups most disaffected with 
American society in 1968. They believed in him with a 
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Senior David Shapiro, an SDS radical, lights up one of Columbia University president Grayson Kirk's cigars during student oc- 
cupation of his and other administration offices for a week in late April. 





passion unmatched for any other national political figure, 
in part for what he had done, but also for the kind of man 
he was. 

Yet even as dissatisfaction with Johnson's policies grew 
within the Democratic party, the senator from New York 
had been reluctant to run. He despised Johnson and had 
come to hate the war, but he was also a loyal and am- 
bitious Democrat looking to the party's presidential nomi- 
nation in 1972. Months of soul-searching and poll scan- 
ning had convinced him that by challenging the president 
he would divide the party, perhaps destroy his own politi- 
cal future, and assure victory for Richard Nixon. Tet and 
the New Hampshire primary changed his mind. On March 
16, citing the depth of “the present division within our 
party and country,” he announced his candidacy for the 
Democratic presidential nomination. 

Kennedy's late start made it difficult to raise money and 
set up a campaign organization. Even more important, his 
tardy entrance into the race infuriated many potential 
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supporters who admired Eugene McCarthy's lonely stand 
against the war. Newspaper cartoons skewered the 
“Bobby-come-lately,” as Senator Robert Byrd called him. 
Others could see little humor in the situation. The Wash- 
ington Post called the senator a “demagogue”; and as far 
as liberal columnist Murray Kempton was concerned, 
Kennedy simply allowed McCarthy to carry the battle, 
then came “down from the hills to shoot the wounded.” 

McCarthy's crusade against the war had won him 
many admirers. But the narrowness of his cause was also 
his greatest vulnerability. He condemned the war for what 
it was doing to the United States, “what it's doing to us 
around the world today.” For Kennedy, the tragedy of the 
Vietnam War was far more profound—it was destroying 
something precious in the American spirit, robbing those 
who most needed them of the resources necessary to help 
themselves, and tearing at the social bonds that held the 
nation together. 

Without an organization, without delegates, Kennedy 


had to "win through the people. Otherwise I'm not going 
to win.” Hurling himself through sixteen states in 
twenty-one days, he spoke to the people at airports, col- 
lege campuses, street corners, and shopping centers. They 
replied, wrote one reporter, with "an intensity and scope 
that was awesome and frightening." Everywhere the 
scenes repeated themselves: Kennedy's impassioned in- 
dictments of the president's policies; surging crowds 
clutching, grabbing at him; his fist pounding away to the 
rhythm of his rhetoric; shouting, chanting supporters 
screaming his name. 

Robert Kennedy went to the people, and the people re- 
sponded: victory in Indiana on May 7; victory in Nebraska 
on May 14. Then in Oregon on May 28, the first electoral 
defeat for any Kennedy—McCarthy 45 percent, Kennedy 
39, Johnson 12. Now California became the crucial test. 
There would be determined who would challenge the 
Johnson-Humphrey forces at the convention in August for 
the leadership of the party, and perhaps of the nation. 
And there, on June 4, Kennedy prevailed. On the same 
day he won a landslide victory in rural South Dakota. 

In his victory statement to cheering campaign workers 
at the Ambassador Hotel in Los Angeles, Kennedy as- 
serted that his victories were more than ordinary political 
triumphs. They proved that “the violence, the dis- 
enchantment with our society; the divisions, whether it's 
between blacks and whites, between the poor and the 
more affluent, or between age groups or on the war in 


Vietnam” could be overcome. "We can start to work to- 
gether.” As he made his way to a press conference in an- 
other part of the hotel, a small, dark man raised a 
snub-nosed .22-caliber pistol and fired. The gunman was 
Sirhan Bishara Sirhan, a Palestinian Arab angered over 
Kennedy's support of Israel. Twenty-five hours later Rob- 
ert Kennedy was dead. 

They brought the senator's body back from California 
to New York City, where it lay in state at St. Patrick's Ca- 
thedral. Throughout a stifling day and the long night that 
followed, an endless line of somber mourners filed past 
the coffin, making the sign of the cross, touching the dark 
mahogany casket. Chicago mayor Richard Daley came, 
his head bowed, crying unashamedly. So did Tom Hay- 
den, sitting in the back pew, weeping quietly. 

Jack Newfield, a former SDS member and later a 
speech writer for the Kennedy campaign, felt a despair 
shared by all those who had for eleven brief weeks risen 
above their fears and discouragement, believing that in 
one man at least remained the hope of national reconcilia- 
tion. For those who had endured “the murderous spring of 
1968,” thought Newtield, there had been a terrible lesson, 
“Things were not really getting better ... we shall not 
overcome. ... We had already glimpsed the most com- 
passionate leaders our nation could produce, and they 
had all been assassinated. And from this time forward, 
things would get worse: Our best political leaders were 
part of memory now, not hope.” 





Robert Kennedy on the presidential campaign trail in Indiana. 
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Jose Rodriguez-Soltero, an artist and filmmaker, burns an American flag to the background 
music of "Ballad of the Green Berets,” a song popular at the time. Soltero's anti-American 
statement was part of a performance called “Live-Multiscreen-Scrambled-Love- 
Hate-Paradox USA” given at a theater in New York City's East Village in April 1966. 











“You Can't 
Trust 


Anyone 
Over Thirty” 





Beneath the turmoil that rocked the 
country during the 1960s was the emer- 
gence of a youthful culture of opposition 
unprecedented in American history. 
Composed neither of the deprived nor the 
dispossessed, the vocal minority of dis- 
senting young was by and large the 
product of affluence and education. 
“Never before,” wrote sociologist Kenneth 
Kenniston, “have so many who had so 
much been so deeply disenchanted with 
their inheritance.” 

Skeptical of their parents, alienated 
from the political process, hostile toward 
authority, millions of young people 
adopted a posture of defiance toward 
society. The questions they posed and the 
“lifestyle” they flaunted became a source 
of division beyond their opposition to the 
war in Vietnam. 





Marijuana, one of the hallmarks of 1960s 
youth. 
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Signs of the times. Protesters rally beneath a flag bearing the peace symbol at the 1968 Democratic conventio 





The young were not satisfied merely to 
attack the inequities and what they saw 
as the hypocrisies of American society. By 
the late 1960s they had created something 
akin to their own culture: a “counter- 
culture” centered in the universities, with 
its own dress, its own music, its own 
prophets, its own press, and its own atti- 
tudes about personal relationships. 

Suspicious of those in power and im- 
patient with traditional values, many 
young people looked outside the bounds 
of conventional culture for inspiration and 
guidance. They resurrected the mystical 
dreams of beat poet Allen Ginsberg, fol- 
lowed theologian Alan Watts through the 
disciplines of Zen Buddhism, and vi- 
brated to the electric rhythms of rock- 





Allen Ginsberg dances at the "Human Be-In," a gathering of 10,000 to 20,000 radicals and and-roll. 
hippies in San Francisco's Golden Gate Park on January 17, 1967. Ginsberg's poetry-writing 

and social activism took him from the Greenwich Village coffee houses of the 1960's "beat 
generation” to the street scene of Haight-Ashbury's flower children. 








| The "Merry Pranksters"—a hippie troupe that traveled the West staging LSD-induced "happenings —perch atop their bus. On the hood is 
| Ken Kesey, author of One Flew Over the Cuckoo's Nest and leader of the Pranksters. 
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Although not primarily an intellectual 
movement, the revolt of America's young 
was informed by the ideas of a number of 
radical thinkers: like sociologist C. Wright 
Mills, who argued that the concentration 
of power in major institutions had left 
decision-making in the hands of small, 
self-perpetuating elites; philosopher Her- 
bert Marcuse, who maintained that tech- 
nology had combined culture, politics, 
and the economy into a system that 
restricted independent thought and sutfo- 
cated the hope of genuine freedom; clas- 
sical scholar Norman O. Brown, who as- 
serted that the only path to happiness was 
the liberation of man's sexual sensibility. 

The most visible examples of the rejec- 
tion of the majority culture and youthful 
tebellion were the hippies. 
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Bob Dylan at the 1963 Newport Folk Festival, where his music brought him stardom EE his | 
protest lyrics, like those of ` Ble nud in the Wind,’ Wind,’ made him a favorite of the young. | 
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Their music was a backdrop to the generation; their dress, hairstyle, adoption of Eastern religion-and almost ev erything they did-inspired 
others to follow. Here, the Beatles and friends sit with their guru, the Maharishi Mahesh Yogi, September 1967. 
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The media called them flower chil- | 
dren; bearded and beaded, their long 
hair clasped in leather headbands, they 
wandered through San Francisco's 
Haight-Ashbury district, the Sunset Strip 
in Los Angeles, or New York's East Vil- 
lage, turned on, tuned in, and looking for 
a way out of a repressed, commercialized 
culture they wanted no part of. More con- 
cerned with “being” than “doing,” they 
looked to drugs, especially marijuana, 
but also hallucinogens like LSD. More im- 
pressed with spiritual enlightenment than 
material accumulation, they practiced a 
phantasmagoria of Eastern religions in 
search of higher truths. More committed 
to utopian dreams than pragmatic ac- 
commodations, they banded together on 
New England farms and New Mexican 
mountains, hoping to find in the land 
what had been corrupted by the city. 

In all this they were regarded by their 
elders as preposterous, ridiculous, bi- 
zarre. Yet beneath their somewhat out- 
landish surface, the hippies gave expres- 
sion to an alienation shared to a greater 
or lesser degree by many of their peers. 

Rejecting science and technology, ele- 
ments of the youth culture began to di- 
verge radically from the values of the 
postwar world. In place of the goal- 
oriented achievement society of the 1950s, 
young people sought a new con- 
sciousness based on imagination, 
spontaneity, and love. In place of the poli- 
tics of interest groups, they sought a poli- 
tics of democratic participation. In place 
of formally structured roles and bureau- 
cratic patterns of authority, they sought 
the direct, personal relationships of the 
small community. And in place of an ag- 
gressive defense of Western interests 
around the world, they demanded sup- 
port for national liberation movements 
and an end to the nuclear arms race. 

Although their vocal denunciations of 
American society angered the older ma- 
jority, what mattered in the end was less 
the specifics of their indictment than their 
posture of opposition. “You cant trust 
anyone over thirty,” they said. And, many 
of them meant it. 





Beyond the drugs, demonstrations, and 
anger, many alienated young Americans 
sought new ways of living which might 
take them away from the city and toward 
the land and, they hoped, a simpler self- 
sufficiency. This family lives in a tepee on 
a West Coast commune. 
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Marne mm Qa Pieces 


In a cabinet in his office at the presidential pal- 
ace, Nguyen Vem Thieu kept a prized war souve- 
nir. It wasn't a weapon or some other combat 
booty from his years of military service. It was a 
tape recorder captured from the Vietcong, along 
with tapes announcing the General Uprising. 
One recording even proclaimed the death of 
President Thieu. The reports of his demise were 
premature. But if the tape was a source of ironic 
amusement for the president, the catastrophe of 
the Tet offensive was all too real. 

What Thieu saw as he surveyed South Vict- 
| nam was a nation in shock. Wherever he looked 
E the picture was the same: urbem devastation, ci- 

^E : .. viliem casualties in the thousands, refugees in the 
du _ hundreds of thousemds, the threat of epidemics, 

“¿social end economic programs abemdoned, com- 
municetions cut, tremsportation at e stemdstill, a 
pacification program in apparent shambles, end 
a government administrative apparatus virtually 
























Destruction lay at every hand. More than 70,000 homes 
had been destroyed in the fierce fighting, perhaps 30,000 


| more were heavily damaged. Of the forty-one cities at- 





tacked, ten suffered major devastation. In Ban Me Thuot, 
the capital of Darlac Province, residents slept in doorways 
rather than risk having the roofs of their battered homes 
collapse on top of them. In Saigon, where the most severe 
devastation was limited to the poorer sections of the city, 
20,000 homes lay in ruins, including much of the Chinese 
section of Cholon. All that was left of four hamlets near 
Ben Tre, reported Bernard Weinraub, was “a zig-zag row 
of bricks.” But the worst destruction had been reserved for 
Hue, once Vietnam’s most beautiful city, now in many sec- 
tions little more than shattered stucco houses, burned-out 
shops, and block after block of rubble, wreckage, and 
dust. 





Refugees and mourners 





While the physical damage was staggering, the human 
cost of the Tet offensive was even greater. As the fighting 
died down, official estimates put the number of civilian 


| dead at 14,300, with an additional 24,000 seriously 


wounded. Never in more than twenty years of conflict had 
the people of South Vietnam suffered such a blow. Weeks 
after the worst of the fighting had ended, the sixty-three 
public hospitals in the country were packed with wounded 


| and dying victims of Communist attack and allied counter- 


attack. 

The situation was also grave for the 630,000 new refu- 
gees generated by the fighting. Even before the offensive 
the government had struggled vainly to deal with nearly 
800,000 displaced persons. Now 1 out of every 12 South 
Vietnamese was in a refugee camp. While some families 
in the worst-hit areas camped in the ruins of their 
bombed-out homes, others crowded into universities, local 
high schools, churches, and makeshift camps, or wan- 
dered through their neighborhoods looking for missing 
relatives. And everywhere there was the stench of decay, 
the stacks of unburied coffins, and the sight of white-clad 
mourners burying their dead. 

The disruption of transportation made food distribution 
an arduous task. Continuing Communist sabotage of 
Route 4 leading south from Saigon cut off virtually all ship- 
ments of produce and hogs from the delta. Although rice 
was readily available in the capital and in the refugee 
camps that ringed the city, milk and meat were in short 
supply. In Hue, survivors of the fighting went hungry for 
days until an armed convoy reached the city with 2 million 
pounds of provisions. How long they would last no one 
could be sure. 

What food was available in the cities had nearly 








Preceding page. Survivors of the Tet offensive pick through 


| the ruins of the central marketplace in Ben Tre. 
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doubled in price. Within a few weeks farmers rushing to 
take advantage of the situation drove prices back down, 
but they remained 15 percent higher than before the wide- 
spread urban fighting. High prices, a decline in tax 
receipts, and fear in the business community all put tre- 
mendous pressure on the already shaky South Vietnam- 
ese economy. “Because people are frightened, they're 
hoarding cash and not spending very much money,” re- 
ported one official. The lack of spending exacerbated 
short-term unemployment. What it foretold for the future, 
according to U.S. economists in Saigon, was an eventual 
spending spree by both businessmen and consumers that 
threatened to drive prices upward as much as 55 percent. 
The necessity of significantly increased military expendi- 
tures by the government only added to the dire predictions 
of further inflation. 

Compounding the government's difficulties were the 
breakdown of its administrative machinery and the dis- 
integration of city services. By the end of February only 
150 out of 3,000 civil servants were back on the job in Hue, 
their work rendered almost impossible by the Commu- 
nists’ destruction of public records. Most of the civil ser- 
vants in Ban Me Thuot refused to return to work for fear of 
VC assassination squads still roaming the city. In Saigon, 
government workers ignored instructions to forego the tra- 
ditional midday siesta so that they could leave work in 
time to conform with the ongoing curfew. They continued 
to take their siesta and left early anyway. The city's public 
transportation system operated only sporadically, mail 
piled up undelivered, schools remained closed, grave- 
diggers could not be found, and garbage service only 
slowly recovered after weeks during which uncollected 
mounds of refuse became a breeding ground for rats and 
flies. Outside the major cities and district capitals, the gov- 
ernment bureaucracy scarcely worked at all. 

The collapse of communications made it impossible to 
determine the fate of the pacification program, but most 
assessments were pessimistic. When the Communists 
launched their attacks the government pulled nearly half 
of the 550 Revolutionary Development teams out of the 
hamlets to help defend the cities, along with eighteen of 
the fifty-one army battalions assigned to protect the pacifi- 
cation teams. In so doing, Saigon abandoned the coun- 
tryside and dealt the pacification program what many felt 
was a considerable setback. “There always was a semi- 
vacuum in the countryside,” said one U.S. pacification 
worker. “Now there’s a complete vacuum.” By the end of 
February orders had gone out for pacification teams and 
some troops to return to the hamlets, but progress was 
slow. Although 95 percent of the 5,000 RD workers in the 
Saigon region reported back to their assigned locations 
once the capital had been secured, by mid-March only 80 
out of 300 RD teams had returned to the countryside in I 
Corps, while in the delta entire provinces had to be tem- 
porarily abandoned to the Vietcong. 


The ruins of Tet surround a woman burning incense at a hastily dug grave in Hue. Over 14,000 civilians were killed and at 
least a half million left homeless by the Communist offensive. 








Young recruits. These draftees were part of the 25 percent increase in military forces called for in the GVN's new national 
mobilization plan. 


The effect upon rural South Vietnamese, many pacifica- 
tion workers feared, would be profound. “The peasants 
have seen that when it came to the crunch, they were lett 
to the mercy of the VC,” remarked an American official. 
“It's shot our credibility all to hell. We may get our teams 
back in the hamlets in a month or two—if the VC let us— 
but it will be years before the peasants trust us again. As 


| far as they're concerned we bugged out once and we 





might do it again." 
The reasons for the delay in resuming the Revolutionary 


| Development program were all too clear. "There's no 


sense in returning these teams to the countryside with no 
security," declared a CORDS representative. "It would be 


| suicide.” In the aftermath of their nationwide assault, the 


Communists remained within easy range of most major 


| population centers, distributing leaflets warning of new at- 


tacks, and harassing cities, airfields, and allied installa- 
tions with rocket and mortar fire. Saigon, struggling by 
day to regain a sense of normalcy despite continued infil- 
tration of enemy cadres and pockets of stubborn VC com- 
mandos, retreated at night into a state of siege as allied 
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artillery pounded along the outskirts of the city and 
searchlights scanned the dark sky. Fearing a second at- 
tack, officials in Hue postponed rebuilding efforts while 
they hurried to erect a new defense system. American cor- 
respondent Flora Lewis reported that Can Tho and other 
delta cities endured nightly assaults. “Recovery, repair, 
rehabilitation... remains beyond the horizon." 

Whatever they may have lost in men and equipment, 
the Communists had gained at least one victory at Tet: 
The offensive had shaken the confidence of millions of or- 
dinary South Vietnamese that there really was any safety 
from attack. “We are very, very frightened,” an aged 
woman said as she stirred her noonday rice in a Hue refu- 
gee camp. “We cannot sleep at night for worrying.” 


Running scared 


Yet amid the chaos and destruction there was also evi- 
dence of fresh determination. If the Communist offensive 
had shaken the confidence of the South Vietnamese 
people in their government, it seemed to shake the govern- 


ment out of the lethargy that had gripped it for more than 
a decade. “The government is running scared,” said a 
somewhat surprised official, “but it's running.” And no one 
seemed to be running harder than Nguyen Van Thieu. 

On February 1 President Thieu declared a nationwide 
state of martial law and nine days later called for imple- 
mentation of a vigorous program of national military 
mobilization. The plan included a 65,000-men increase in 
the armed forces, an end to student deferments, the 
call-up of eighteen- amd nineteen-year-olds, and the 
abolition of military discharges except for medical rea- 
sons. Reiterating his willingness to negotiate with Hanoi at 
“any time,” but warning that the enemy would seek peace 
only when he was convinced that he could not win, Thieu 
announced plans to give military training cmd arms to all 
government officials under the age of forty-five, as well as 
a program of military instruction in the schools to students 
seventeen years of age or older. On March 2] he ordered 
an additional force increase of 135,000 men, and on June 
15 the National Assembly passed the president's general 
mobilization bill providing for the induction of 200,000 
drattees into the armed forces by the end of the year. The 
new measures would bring South Vietnam's overall mili- 
tary strength to more than 900,000 men. 

By March, Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker could report 
that in the month following the Tet attacks more than twice 
as many men had reported for the draft as had during 
February 1967 and that the number of volunteers had 
gone up fivefold. The results, said the ambassador, were a 
tangible indication of “a greater determination on the part 
of the GVN” in the face of unprecedented crisis. 

Integral to the president's plam for full military mobiliza- 
tion were the reorganization of the army and the creation 
of civiliom self-defense groups. Moving against the en- 
trenched power of the army high command, the former 
general dismissed IV Corps commander Major General 
Nguyen Van Manh, widely criticized for his toleremce of 
corruption and lack of aggressiveness, and II Corps com- 
meander Lieutenant General Vinh Loc who, American mili- 
tary commanders reported, had lined his pockets with 
U.S. aid money. To restrain further the independent power 
of senior officers, Thieu stripped the four corps command- 
ers of the authority to appoint province chiefs, reserving 
that responsibility for himself. Along with steps to tighten 
up ARVN, the president established a new civilian self- 
defense directorate that organized 495 local units in Sai- 
gon and twenty-eight of the nation's forty-four provincial 
capitals. According to the government, by March 21 more 
than 10,000 of the 69,000 volunteers had already received 
weapons. 

Financing the cost of arms and men, said the president, 
would require a 20 percent increase in income and busi- 
ness taxes, plus additional levies on gasoline, beer, and 
cigarettes. As part of the new austerity program, Thieu or- 
dered the closing of all bars, nightclubs, and dance halls 





Black markets like this, which had operated with impunity 
throughout the war, were an early target of the Saigon gov- 
ernment's post-Tet crackdown on illegal activities. 


and instructed government agents to suppress the “open 
black markets” selling stolen American commissary goods 
and relief supplies. 


A new resolve 


If many Americans had been shocked to learn that atter 
ten years of fighting the Saigon government was only now 
prepared to order a general mobilization, American offi- 
cials in South Vietnam were gratified by Thieu's vocal 
support for a crackdown on the corruption that had 
plagued both military and government administrations 
since 1954. On March 1 the president replaced six prov- 
ince chiefs, including Lieutenant Colonel Phom Van Khoa, 
chief of Thua Thien Province and mayor of Hue. By the 
end of the month six more had been relieved of their 
duties, five army officers had been sentenced to death for 
embezzlement of public funds, and eight others had re- 
ceived terms at hard labor. 

Everywhere the official watchwords were unity and re- 


119 


f aaaea aa OEE EE a a ee AM 0. — 


form. Hoping to unite government and opposition forces 
into a single anti-Communist front, Thieu gave his bless- 
ing to a multitude of unity organizations that emerged in 
the face of the national crisis, among them the Free Demo- 
cratic Front and the Front for the Salvation oí the People. 
On July 4, the two groups were welded into the People's 
Alliance for Social Revolution, which vowed to "wipe out 
corruption, do away with social inequalities, and root out 
the entrenched forces of militarists and reactionaries who 
have always blocked progress." 

Responding to the renewed spirit of national resolve, 
the National Assembly passed measures liberalizing press 
laws and making it easier for new political parties to be 
formed. Thieu announced the formation of two new groups 
"to improve the efficiency of the governmental machinery" 
and called for a major reform of the national police 
administration. 

Military mobilization, anticorruption drives, demonstra- 
tions of political unity, and administrative reforms repre- 
sented to American officials a welcome change in the atti- 
tude of the Saigon regime. But for the people of South 
Vietnam, what mattered most was recovery: how fast and 
how adequately the authorities would provide relief, 
rebuild homes, repair bridges, and, most of all, achieve 
some measure of security from future attacks. 

On February 2, President Thieu announced that Vice 
President Nguyen Cao Ky had established a National Re- 
covery Committee. In the weeks that followed, the com- 
mittee set up food distribution centers and mapped plans 
to rebuild the most heavily damaged cities. Each refugee 
family was promised—and within weeks some had al- 
ready received—roofing, cement, lumber, and cash to 
rebuild their shattered homes. While small-arms fire still 
crackled on the outskirts of Saigon, 2,500 Revolutionary 
Development cadres went to work collecting garbage and 
manning refugee centers. Trucks dispensed rice through- 
out the city, while officials promised the reconstruction of 
10,000 to 20,000 homes for refugees on a twenty-year loan 
plan. In Tay Ninh Province local officials moved quickly to 
provide refugee relief, distributing building materials and 
food supplies provided by Saigon. The government 
launched an ambitious plan to rehouse thousands of delta 
refugees and undertook an emergency program oí inocu- 
lations in Hue to head off a threatened cholera epidemic. 

Some American officials, like pacification chief Robert 
Komer, pronounced themselves "most impressed" with the 
government's reconstruction plans. What encouraged the 
Americans even more was a new determination among 
the ordinary citizens of South Vietnam. Indignant that the 
VC had launched their attack during Tet, many city dwell- 
ers in particular shared what General Westmoreland 
called an "attitude of outrage." The surprise and audacity 
of the Communist blow had left some South Vietnamese 
with a new respect for the enemy's military capabilities. 
But it drove others into active support of government ef- 


120 


forts to repel enemy units from the vicinity of the cities and 
to rebuild areas that had been destroyed. 

Although there had been fierce opposition to increased 
military mobilization in the fall of 1967, now journalists, po- 
litical figures, and religious leaders alike—even the mili- 
tant Buddhists—professed confidence in the government's 
plans. Some of the RD cadres returning to rural hamlets 
found the people more receptive than before the attacks, 
and in sharp contrast to the pre-Tet silence, police now re- 
ported an unprecedented number of informants identify- 
ing Vietcong positions and arms caches. 

Some civilians volunteered for relief work, like girls 
from a Catholic youth organization in Hue who sawed 
boards for refugee barracks, or high school students in 
Ben Tre who formed a refugee relief force that dug bun- 
kers, tended children, and distributed food. Others cre- 
ated local self-defense patrols, like the people of Bui Phat, 
a section of northwest Saigon, who armed themselves with 
hammers, axes, bicycle chains, and kitchen knives, built 
barbed-wire fences around their neighborhood, and 
mounted nightly patrols. 

Yet the new militance of South Vietnamese civilians re- 
flected, in many cases, as much pessimism as it did re- 
solve. If the people of Bui Phat had little use for the Com- 
munists—"With Communism we have no right to use the 
things we have," explained one area youth. "We dont 
have our property. We don't have our freedom" —they also 
had little confidence in their elected leaders. "We are 
fighting for ourselves with what we have," declared a 
neighborhood leader grimly. "The Government cannot 
protect us, so we must protect ourselves." 


Old problems 


Indeed, for all the apparent tenacity and resolution, old 
problems continued to bedevil South Vietnam. The burst of 
activity with which Saigon had responded to the Com- 
munist offensive had been in large part an attempt to ap- 
pease the Americans. Led by Ambassador Bunker, the 
U.S. put pressure on the GVN to push forward with mili- 
tary mobilization, to create the National Recovery Com- 
mittee, to encourage the formation of unity groups, to 
enact administrative reforms, and to launch an anticor- 
ruption campaign. While the initial response had been en- 
couraging, within weeks frustrated embassy officials were 
complaining that the Thieu government was moving far 
too slowly and, in some cases, in the entirely wrong direc- 
tion. The Americans were not alone in their disappoint- 
ment. "Vietnamese I have known for many years are as 
frank as they are sad these days in their prognoses,” re- 
ported the American journalist Robert Shaplen. "They 
sound more and more like men who know they are suffer- 
ing from am incurable malady." 

In a situation of crisis demanding national unity, efforts 
at concerted action quickly gave way to factional bick- 











A casualty of reform. Accused of expropriating 2 million piasters ($160,000), a young ARVN battalion commander is executed 


before a crowd of 1,000 spectators. 
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ering. The government itself showed little of the unity it 
trumpeted in public announcements. Within the executive 
branch alone, Thieu, Ky, Secretary General Nguyen Van 
Huong, and Premier Nguyen Van Loc vied with one an- 
other for political leverage. General Nguyen Ngoc Loan, 
chief of the National Police and head of the Military Secu- 
rity Service, was a separate power in his own right. And 
despite steps taken by Thieu to restrict their power, the 
four corps commanders retained considerable influence. 
The legislature was similarly fragmented into Buddhist 
and Catholic blocs, nationalist parties, and factions repre- 


| senting a variety of southern interest groups. 


Nor did the promising nationalist groupings prove more 
than an ephemeral gesture toward real unity. The Na- 
tional Salvation Front was from the start riven with mutual 
suspicions and hampered by the nonparticipation of many 
Buddhists, militamt Catholics, and Cao Daists. More op- 
posed to the way things had been than united behind a 
program for the future, more preoccupied with parochial 
interests than with the preservation of the country, the front 
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had little success as a rallying point for an anti- 
Communist crusade. 

Nothing disrupted these incipient coalitions as much as 
a series of political arrests harkening back to the fearful 
days of Ngo Dinh Diem. All through February, South Viet- 
namese police took labor leaders, Buddhist monks, in- 
tellectuals, lawyers, professors, and students into "pro- 
tective custody," citing the appearance of their names on 
captured NLF assassination lists. Among them were three 
prominent political figures: Truong Dinh Dzu, runner-up in 
the 1967 presidential election; Ho Thong Minh, a former 
Diem cabinet member; and Thich Tri Quang, the leader of 
the militant Buddhists. After six weeks of incarceration, 
four of the political prisoners published an open letter con- 
demning the Saigon government's "contempt for the con- 
stitution.” Describing "protective custody" as a "sugar- 
coated word camouflaging illegal arrest and detainment," 
they warned that South Vietnam was rapidly becoming "a 
police-state society." 

Even for those less drastically affected, the post-Tet 
months brought little relief from the chronic disabilities of 
South Vietnamese life. With the government issuing a bil- 
lion piasters ($8.5 million) in new currency each week, in- 
flation soared. Food prices climbed steadily, and with po- 
lice deployed elsewhere to guard against Communist 
troop infiltration, vandalism and robbery became so com- 
monplace in Saigon that many doctors, lawyers, and den- 
tists simply abandoned their downtown offices. 

Old habits reasserted themselves in other ways as well. 
Despite strong warnings from the government about cor- 
ruption, graft hampered relief efforts at every level. Most 
of the chickens brought into the country to restock flocks 
decimated during the Tet offensive, reported Newsweek 
magazine, "ended up in back-yard poultry farms impro- 
vised by wives of local officials," while the majority of the 
supplies sent to Hue by the government never reached the 
refugees. Reconstruction efforts faltered when Vice Presi- 
dent Ky, under pressure from Thieu partisans, abruptly re- 
signed from the National Recovery Committee on Febru- 
ary 20. Four months later a U.S. Senate subcommittee 
reported that "rampant and inconceivable corruption" 
had frustrated American refugee aid and deprived the 
country of more than half the medical supplies sent by the 
United States. Meanwhile, the government discouraged ci- 
vilim initiatives, jailing one Hue student leader trying to 
organize help for that city's homeless. 

While most of the province chiefs replaced by Thieu 
clearly deserved their fate, critics noted that other corrupt 
officials remained untouched. Secretary General Nguyen 
Van Huong defended the policy of selective replacement, 
observing that if the government removed everyone guilty 
of malfeasance "we wouldn't have enough people left to 
run the country and we haven't enough jails to put all the 
corrupt officials in.” But many Vietnamese, originally 
heartened by the president's anticorruption campaign, be- 





Refugees bid for “free” rice furnished by the USAID as South Vietnamese troops supervise. For all the talk of reform, graft and | 


corruption continued to flourish in South Vietnam. 





came increasingly cynical about its likely results. “The 
dung heap is the same,” observed one Saigon resident. 
“Only the flies are different.” 

Much the same complaint was directed toward the Na- 
tional Assembly, which despite the urging of Ambassador 
Bunker, showed little inclination to address the ongoing 
problems of the peasantry. Even as legislators called for 
change, a study released in Washington by the House 
Government Operations Committee blasted the failure of 
successive South Vietnamese governments to undertake 
significant land reform. The report, written by Dr. Roy L. 
Prosterman, a consultant on land law at the Stanford Re- 
search Institute and a member of a six-man team that had 
recently investigated the land policies of the Thieu govern- 
ment, pointed to the Tet attacks as a vivid demonstration of 
"the near bankruptcy of the Saigon regime's efforts to win 
the loyalty of the masses." 

Nothing had proven so fatal to the relationship between 
the South Vietnamese people and their government as the 
failure of ARVN to provide real security from Vietcong at- 


tack, a situation the government was unable to remedy in 
the aftermath of the Tet offensive. Their serious losses not- 
withstanding, both VC and NVA Main Force units contin- 
ued to threaten most South Vietnamese cities. To many 
senior U.S. officers the enemy's willingness to operate in 
populated areas where they could be located amd at- 
tacked constituted a golden tactical opportunity. Instead of 
taking advantage of the situation, however, government 
forces initially remained inside the cities displaying what 
many Americans felt was "a greater defensive-mind- 


edness” than ever before. As VC propaganda continued | 


to promise a second wave of attacks, night patrolling was 
largely curtailed and draft call-ups for eighteen- 
year-olds were delayed. 

Under relatively little pressure from ARVN, battered VC 
units struggled to make up their losses with stepped-up 
recruitment and the addition of North Vietnamese regu- 
lars. While government troops and militia forces continued 
to operate with outmoded weapons, the Communists re- 
ceived a steady supply of new arms, including Chinese 
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| 7.62MM automatic weapons and Soviet 122mm rockets. The 
122, with its seven-mile range, 41-pound warhead, and to- 
tal weight of only 200 pounds, gave the enemy what 
amounted to mobile long-range artillery. With Communist 
mortar shells and rockets continuing to fall on Saigon and 
at least twenty other cities and military installations, 
enemy units accelerated their attacks in the countryside, 
keeping marines south of Hue restricted to daytime patrols 
within 180 meters of Highway 1, and forcing the chied of 
Kien Hoa Province to ring his headquarters with armored 
cars each night. 

Meamwhile, the Communists launched a new political 
offensive featuring the formation of a countrywide Alliance 
of National, Democratic and Peace Forces of Vietnam. 
Like the revolutionary government of the same name that 
had ruled Hue in February, the new organization was de- 
signed to operate separately from the National Liberation 
Front, in order to attract support from opponents of the 
Saigon regime unwilling to associate themselves with the 
NLF and because of Hanoi's fears that the Vietcong might 
prove politically unreliable in any future coalition govern- 
ment. Saigon’s concern over the new Communist organi- 
zation was exemplified in July when a five-man military 
court convicted the ten-member leadership of the alliance 
of treason and sentenced them to death in absentia. 

Symbolic prosecution of yet another Communist front, 
however, could neither rebuild cities nor win South Viet- 
namese peasants to the government's cause. While the of- 
fensive had plunged the Saigon regime into the most 
serious crisis of the war, it had also provided Thieu with 
an opportunity to assert his leadership. Instead, the presi- 
dent had in general allowed strong words to take the 
place of vigorous action. “If ever there was a need for a 
single national leader, it is now,” wrote an American jour- 
nalist in March, “but President Thieu, who is by nature a 
cautious man, given to withdrawing in a crisis and then 
trying to pick up the pieces, has been reluctant to take 
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charge.” One American embassy official concluded: “The 
greatest casualty in this whole affair has been the South 
Vietnamese Government. Why don't we get moving?” 

With reconstruction efforts lagging and serious reform 
nowhere in sight, with his capital still in a state of psycho- 
logical siege and his government's control of the coun- 
tryside shattered, some observers expected a quick end to 
Thieu's presidency. Yet the former general was a survivor. 
If many Vietnamese saw in the Tet offensive an opportu- 
nity for the government to bolster its sagging reputation 
with decisive action, Thieu saw in the crisis an unprece- 
dented opportunity to secure his personal position. In the 
months after Tet he would step by step eliminate his oppo- 
nents and consolidate his power, transforming his nation's 
tragedy into his own political triumph. 


The new dictatorship 





The most formidable obstacle in Thieu's path was his own 
vice president, Nguyen Cao Ky. Eight years younger than 
the forty-five-year-old president, the former commander 
of the South Vietnamese air force had shared power with 
Thieu from 1965 to 1967, only to be outmaneuvered by his 
fellow general before the 1967 presidential elections. But if 
Thieu was now the elected head of state, his government 
was riddled with Ky partisans waiting only for an oppor- 
tunity to return the former prime minister to power. 

In the intense bargaining between the two rivals follow- 
ing the elections, Ky had persuaded Thieu to name a Sai- 
gon lawyer and Ky confederate, Nguyen Van Loc, as 
South Vietnam's first premier. Lacking administrative ex- 
perience and with no political base of his own, Loc came 
under mounting criticism for his hesitemt response to the 
Communist offensive. Unwilling to let the National Assem- 
bly force his hand, Thieu had adroitly fought off a motion 
of no confidence against Loc in the House in March. Two 
months later, with Ky and his wife absent from Saigon, 
Thieu abruptly fired Loc, naming in his place the former 
mayor of Saigon and current secretary general, Nguyen 
Van Huong. 

The president then began systematically removing Ky 
supporters from positions of power, including the mayor of 
Saigon, the commander of the Capital Military District, the 
heads of the Central Intelligence Office and the Military 
Security Department, and fourteen province chiefs with 
close ties to the vice president. National Police Chief Loan, 
wounded in Saigon street fighting, was replaced by Colo- 
nel Tran Van Hai who promptly dismissed eight Saigon 
police commissioners. Two weeks later, six of Ky's closest 
political allies were killed when a U.S. pilot accidentally 
bombed their Cholon headquarters; their posts were 
taken by Thieu loyalists who carried out a wholesale 
purge of their predecessors' appointments. By the end of 
June the president had stripped Ky of major influence 
within the government. 


Over the next several months the vice president 
trimmed his mustache, abandoned his dashing flight suits 
in favor of Mao jackets, and attempted to fashion a nation- 
alist image designed to appeal to the younger generation. 
The new look was unveiled in a series of speeches attack- 
ing both the United States and the Saigon regime. “If the 
Americans want to withdraw, they can go ahead,” he told 
ARVN soldiers in Saigon. “We only want people who 
want to stay.” Praising Ho Chi Minh and Vo Nguyen 
Giap, he denounced Thieu's government as "a bunch of 
servile and corrupt officials" and dismissed the previous 
year's presidential elections as "a loss of time and money. 

. They have served to install a regime that has nothing 
in common with the people—a useless, corrupt regime.” 

But Ky soon discovered that Thieu had effectively si- 
lenced most of the vice president's potential allies. Ho 
Thong Minh, one of the February detainees released on 
April 11, was immediately deported to France. Truong 
Dinh Dzu, also freed in April, was rearrested on May 1, 
tried by a military court, and sentenced to five years’ hard 
labor at the infamous prison island of Poulo Condore. The 
Buddhist monk Thich Tri Quang was finally released from 





prison on June 30. Any inclination he may have had to 
speak out against the arrest of his followers, however, was 
forestalled by a government campaign aimed at linking 
militant Buddhist leaders with the Vietcong. 

What gains had been made as a result of the assem- 
bly's press reforms were also soon lost. On July 25 the gov- 
ernment sentenced the editor of a student newspaper to 
five years’ hard labor for publishing news that “leant 
toward false peace in favor of the Communists.” Although 
the liberalized press laws stayed on the books, the Thieu 
government maintained an effective indirect censorship by | 

“requesting” the omission of certain news items on the | 


Equally damaging to Ky's hopes for a political come- 
back was the attitude of the Americans. While they ad- 
mired his energy and charm, they valued stability in 
Saigon more. Thieu already had the backing of senior 
American generals, and with the Tet offensive Washington 
threw its support squarely behind the president. Any 
doubts about the American position were dispelled in 
March at a meeting between Deputy U.S. Ambassador 
Samuel Berger and a group of senior American and Viet- 


A captured VC weapon and a heroic mural of ARVN soldiers are featured at a Saigon exhibit sponsored by the GVN in an at- | 


tempt to restore shaken civilian morale. 





grounds that they were false. 
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"To Johnson we 








namese military commanders. As they discussed the pace 
of recovery from the Tet offensive, one Vietnamese officer 
volunteered that the Communists were bound to take ad- 
vantage of any political crisis to launch another attack on 
Saigon. With that Berger leaped to his feet to inquire pre- 
cisely what kind of “political crisis” the general had in 
mind. “I want you to understand that the United States is 
against coups,” insisted Berger. “We are backing Gen- 
eral Thieu now. We will not tolerate a coup.” 

The emasculation of Ky, the ongoing arrests, a return to 
press censorship—all were commented upon bitterly by 
the president's critics. Yet nothing drew as much attention, 
or provoked as much anxiety, as the return of followers of 
Ngo Dinh Diem to positions of power. Thieu's chief ally in 
his purge of Ky supporters had been General Tran Thien 
Khiem, the new minister of the interior and a former mem- 
ber of Ngo Dinh Nhu’s notorious secret police, the Can 
Lao. And although Thieu declared he had no intention of 
restoring "the old regime," he appointed large numbers of 
former Can Lao members and Diemist officials to high 
government and military positions. 

To some critics the Thieu regime looked "more and 
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more like Ngo Dinh Diem's in structure if not yet in action." 
Others claimed that the former Diemists were already 
being organized into political cells at key points in the civil 
and military administration. "The restoration is all set," 
said one Diemist senator confidently. "We lack only a pre- 
tender to the throne." By the summer of 1968 Nguyen Van 
Thieu, second president of the republic, had earned a new 
and less exalted title: At the cafés along Saigon's Tu Do 
Street, they began to call him "the little dictator." 


The fear of peace 


Whatever success Thieu may have had in neutralizing po- 
litical opposition within South Vietnam, there remained a 
far more formidable adversary with which he had to con- 
tend: the government of the United States of America. Mis- 
trust of Washington had been growing steadily since the 
first moments of the Tet offensive. A discouraging number 
of South Vietnamese believed that the Americans had col- 
laborated with the Vietcong in the January attacks. Some 
thought that the United States had agreed to allow the of- 
fensive in hopes that a weakened GVN would have no 


choice but to negotiate. Others speculated that the Ameri- 
cams had agreed to stand aside for twenty-four hours to 
see whether the people would respond to the call for a 
General Uprising, in which case the United States would 
have recognized the VC as South Vietnam's legitimate 
government. The rumors became so widespread that Am- 
bassador Bunker requested time on South Vietnamese 
television to deny the “ridiculous” claims. 

Groundless as the rumors were, they seemed all too 
credible to some Vietnamese. If the rumors weren't true, 
they asked, why hadn't the Americans fought with the 
ARVN during the first several days of Tet? Why had the 
Communists made the vast majority of their assaults 
against ARVN bases or government installations, while it 
seemed that only token attacks were directed against the 
Americans? And most unanswerable of all, how could 
plams for such a major military campaign have eluded the 
sophisticated American intelligence net? Even President 
Thieu was plagued with doubts. At the end of February he 
voiced his suspicions to a visiting Washington official. 
“Now that it's all over,” said Thieu, “you really knew it 
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was coming, didn't you?” The official demurred, but Thieu | 


was not persuaded. "Don't kid me, you had to know," he 
insisted. “You're just not willing to level with me. Why 
don't you tell me the truth?” 

Lyndon Johnson's decision on March 31 to curtail the 
bombing of the North only deepened the mood of appre- 
hension in Saigon. Resentful of Washington's unilateral 
initiative amd fearful that American impatience would 
lead to a premature settlement, Vietnamese politicians 
and civil servants, generals whose power resided in 
the divisions they commanded, and businessmen grown 
wealthy on the profits of war, shared a common anxiety. 
They believed that the United States was preparing to 
abandon them to the Communists. For many South Viet- 
namese the bombing halt and the promise of negotiations 
brought with them not the hope of a quick end to the 
bloody conflict, but an abiding fear of peace. 

Throughout the spring, the GVN fought a bitter 
rear-guard action to restrain Washington and to protect 
Saigon's identity in the peace process. As Thieu and Ky 
proclaimed their opposition to a coalition government, to 
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Thieu got what he wanted from President Johnson at their July meeting in Honolulu: full participation in negotiations with the 


Communists and no imposition of a coalition government. 




















Honolulu 


any policy short of military victory, the National Assembly 
condemned the American initiative as “a surrender con- 
cession." The South Vietnamese Senate declared that the 
bombing halt should be the final allied gesture of good 
will toward the North, and in June the House voted sev- 
enty-two to two against any NLF role in negotiations. 

Official hostility to American peace efforts reflected a 
rising wave of delensive Vietnamese nationalism. "While 
the Americans may be utterly unable to adjust themselves 
to the terms of this strange war,” wrote a Saigon news- 
paper columnist, "it is by no means too late for the South 
Vietnamese armed forces to de-Americanize themselves 
and start fighting the simple way and beating the Com- 
munists at their own game with as little American tactical 
support as possible." "If we have to accept coalition under 
American pressure," thundered Vice President Ky, "that 
means we are going to die in the next five or six months, or 
at least lose the country. So it is better to lose it fighting. At 
least we would die with a clear conscience." With political 
and religious groups hardening their public posture to- 
ward negotiations, with much of the nation's press warn- 
ing of an American sellout, the situation reminded many 
South Vietnamese of an earlier debacle. "Washington," 
said the Saigon daily Cong Chung, "is following in the 
tracks of the French." 

President Thieu joined the chorus of disaffection, sug- 
gesting that if the United States were no longer able to 
help, he would appeal to other allied nations. He soon 
made good his pledge, establishing a coordinating com- 
mitlee of representatives from South Korea, Thailand, Aus- 
tralia, New Zealand, and the Philippines to prevent uni- 
lateral American action during the negotiations. At home 
he compiled a "black list" of officials and public figures 
considered unreliable because of their close connection 
with the Americans and formed a youth brigade called 
the Movement of Anti-Communist Students as a counter- 
weight to U.S.-backed youth groups within the country. 
Although Thieu publicly supported the bombing restric- 
tions, he privately warned Ambassador Bunker that South 
Vietnam reserved the right to repudiate any agreement 
made between Hanoi and Washington. 





More than any other American in Saigon, it was Ellsworth 
Bunker who felt the heat of South Vietnamese anger. Sev- 
enty-three years old, a tall, white-haired diplomat who 
had won high marks for his work in Brazil, Indonesia, and 
the Dominican Republic, he came to Vietnam in the spring 


| of 1967 with a reputation for sensitivity and candor. He 


could be aloof—the Vietnamese referred to him as “Mr. 
Refrigerator"—but to William Westmoreland he was a 
“warm and personable” man, “something of a raconteur 
and a wit." Thieu also liked the gentle New Englander. 
“He is very quiet, very clever,” he told an American re- 
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porter, “but,” said the president laughing, “very frank. 
When I met President Johnson in Guam, he told me he 
was sending his number one man, and Bunker has turned 
out to be the best Ambassador we have ever had.” 

Although some Vietnamese generals worried that 
Bunker had been dispatched to preside over the liquida- 
tion of South Vietnamese sovereignty, he became a ready 
advocate for their cause. A staunch supporter of the Amer- 
ican military command, the ambassador stood behind 
Thieu during Tet when others were ready to write him off, 
reassuring the president of continued American com- 
mitment, even as he pushed for serious reforms. But after 
March 31 Thieu could no longer rely on vague promises of 
support from an American representative, even so distin- 
guished and sympathetic a man as Bunker. With his coun- 
try battered and fearful, the future of his own government 
uncertain, he had to speak directly to the one man whose 
reassurances might count, Lyndon Johnson. 

On his departure from Saigon on July 18 to meet with 
the American president in Honolulu, Thieu told reporters 
he was not going to Hawaii "to surrender to Communists, 
to sell out the nation, to concede territory or to accept a so- 
lution involving coalition with Communists imposed by the 
United States such as Communists and a number of un- 
scrupulous politicians have charged." His fears proved 
unfounded. With a specificity that delighted Thieu, the 
communiqué issued at the close of the conference affirmed 
in unequivocal language that Saigon would be "a full 
participant playing a leading role in discussions con- 
cerning the substance of a final settlement," that the two 
governments "would act in full consultation with each 
other," and that the United States "will not support the im- 
position of a 'coalition government, or any other form of 
government, on the people of South Vietnam." 

The results of the Honolulu conference, reported the 
New York Times, “left Mr. Thieu smiling." His country had 
survived the Tet offensive, he had used the crisis to solidity 
his own position, and now he had assurances that his gov- 
ernment would not be left out in the cold during the peace 
negotiations. 

Yet for all his political success, Thieu could not arrest 
the momentum of events that continued to shift the focus of 
decision making away from Saigon. In this regard the 
Honolulu conference obscured a fundamental reality of 
the post-Tet situation. The United States wanted out. With 
six months remaining in office Lyndon Johnson was deter- 
mined that neither North Vietnamese belligerence nor 
South Vietnamese recalcitrance would stand in the way of 
what he hoped would be his final political legacy: putting 
all parties to the bitter conflict at last on the road to peace. 
Toward that goal Johnson would admit no impediment 
from Saigon. In the gilded halls of Paris and on the battle- 
field of South Vietnam, the Americans would call the shots. 














Although he had successfully consolidated his authority within South Vietnam, President Thieu found himself increasingly iso- 
lated between Communist military pressure and American efforts to negotiate an end to the war. 
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“If Only There is No More War” 


Refugees fleeing the fighting in Hue stream south 
across the Perfume River. 
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| families seek shelter in a Catholic church. 
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They filled the coastal towns of Phan 
Thiet and Tuy Hoa, crowded into the 
highland capitals of Ban Me Thuot and 
Da Lat, poured into Vinh Long in the 
delta. Eighty thousand of them huddled in 
schools and churches in Hue; nearly 
250,000 besieged Saigon. Peasant farm- | 
ers and urban clerks, Buddhist priests | 
and grieving widows, the very young cmd 
the very old were all the same: they were 
the refugees. 

How many there were no one could 
really say. By March 1968 GVN officials 
calculated that between 1 and 2 million 
people—as many as one out of eight 
South Vietnamese—were refugees. Some 
Americans thought the totals were much 
higher, as great as 4 million. 

Whatever the figures, the Saigon gov- 


' ernment was scarcely prepared for the ti- 


dal wave of displaced persons generated 
by the Tet offensive. Camps sprang up 
everywhere, with and without official 
sanction. While some were reasonably 
hygienic, many others were squalid slums 


' without adequate water supplies or sani- 


tation facilities. And while the government 
endeavored to distribute rice, bread, and 
tins of fish, too often promised food and 
medicine simply failed to arrive. 

In other wars the refugee camp, for all 
its misery amd filih, had at least been a 
place of safety. No longer in Vietnam. 
Even as the fighting convulsed the cities a 
quieter, more insidious war was being 
waged over control of the camps. There 
had always been some Vietcong activity 
among the battered victims of the war. 
Now as the refugee population swelled 
beyond the government's capacity to re- 
spond, VC influence—and in some places 
domination—became more open. Camp 
residents began to ask Americans to 
leave for fear of Vietcong reprisal, and 
the government officially declared nu- 
merous camps unsafe. 

The shock of the attack, the loss of their 
homes, the sporadic response of the GVN 
all produced in the refugees a profound 
demoralization. Peasants driven from 
their farms into the chaos of the cities 
were particularly shaken. But the crisis 
was all-encompassing. During two days 
among the refugees sheltered at the Uni- 
versity of Hue, American photographer 
Carl Mydans did not see “a single in- 
stance of leadership.” 


Family groups fended for themselves, tending 
and protecting their own injured, cooking on 





P 
Former residents of Ben Tre. In many places nervous authorities prohibited men from accompanying their families to refugee centers for 
fear that some of the men might be infiltrators. 
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Although faced with unprecedented numbers of homeless people, the government managed to ward off starvation by distributing ríce and 
other foodstuffs. 
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One of the luckier TM returns to her house in Hue; most had nothing to return to. 











Some refugees were Bena in me projects like this one at Nha pam but most re- 


mained in the makeshift camps that ringed the cities. 





right in the classrooms and lecture halls. ... 
There was no sharing. Nor did they display a 
semblance of community order by lining up at 
the single well, nor by digging latrines. The 
tracked mud of the university grounds was 
widely spread with feces, and the halls and | 
rooms stank of urine. 


"Government subsidy has brushed stor- 
vation aside, and government shacks 
have given them shelter," concluded My- 
dans. "But for many, dignity and hope 
have vanished.” | 
Apathetic, disoriented, frightened, and 
bewildered, they clung to the meager be- 
longings they had carried from their 
homes and to a desperate wish for peace. | 
“We will go anywhere and live any- 
where,” pleaded Nguyen Duc Ngai, a 
Saigon gardener whose house burned 
down in the fighting, “if only there is no | 
more war.” | 


| 

| 

individual wood fires, many oí them kindled 
| 








Talking Peace, Making War 


For all the horror that had been, for all the diffi- 
culties that lay ahead, the spring of 1968 brought 
the first whisper of hope that the long, painful 
conflict in South Vietnam might at last be brought 
to an end. The willingness of the North Vietnam- 
ese to begin negotiations raised expectations of 
an imminent cease-fire, while heavy Communist 
losses at Tet held out the possibility of a respite in 
the fighting. Yet neither was to be. The months 
that followed witmessed instead em agonizing 
counterpoint of diplomatic futility and military im- 
passe. It was a time of confusion and despair, of 
new leadership and old dilemmas, a time am- 
bassadors spent talking peace and soldiers spent 
making war. 

The president's announcement of a partial 
bombing halt and a renewed call for negotiations 
had taken the world by surprise. Hemei's accep- 
tence of the American offer three days later may 
have beon just as great a shock to Washington. 
In assessing the reasons for the Communist turn- 














around, officials postulated a number of alternatives. 
Some suggested that the huge casualties suffered during 
Tet and the failure of the General Uprising had forced 
Hanoi to the negotiating table to save a deteriorating situ- 
ation, while they regrouped their forces and prepared for 
a new offensive. North Vietnamese leaders obviously 
wanted to limit the cost of the war and may have begun to 
doubt their capacity to achieve military victory. 

Others maintained that Tet was designed to precipitate 
the “talk-fight” stage of revolutionary warfare. Hanoi's 
ultimate goal of a unified Vietnam under its control re- 
mained the same, and what evidence was available sug- 
gested that the North Vietnamese command firmly be- 
lieved that they could persist long enough to obtain a 
favorable negotiated settlement. Paris afforded them the 
opportunity to undermine U.S.-GVN relations, to set the 
stage for a withdrawal of U.S. forces, and to create a bet- 
ter chance for a coalition government in the South. 

But perhaps the simplest explanation was the best. The 
limitation of air attacks north of the twentieth parallel sug- 
gested that Washington was ready to halt the bombing 
entirely. If that could be obtained at the negotiating table 
rather than on the field of battle, so much the better. 
Hanoi, in short, had nothing to lose. 

Although there had been indications that the North 
Vietnamese might react positively, an “Eyes Only for Am- 
bassador” cable sent to U.S. embassies throughout South- 
east Asia, Australia, and New Zealand on the night of 
March 30 expressed little American optimism. “You should 
make clear,” instructed the cable, “that Hanoi is most 
likely to denounce the project and thus free our hand after 
a short period.” The North Vietnamese did, in fact, con- 
demn the partial bombing halt as a “perfidious trick” to 
appease public opinion and agreed to sit down with 
American representatives only “to decide with the U.S. 
side the unconditional cessation of bombing and all other 
war acts against the DRV so that talks could begin.” It 
was hardly an auspicious beginning. 

As if to emphasize the fragility of the agreement, what 
followed was a month of wrangling over the site for the 
talks. Johnson proposed Geneva. Hanoi countered with 
Phnom Penh, a suggestion the president took to mean that 
“the Communists were going to use these talks for every 
propaganda advantage and we had to protect ourselves.” 
The U.S. named some alternatives—Vientiane, Rangoon, 
New Dethi. North Vietnam came back with Warsaw. 
When the Americans turned that down Hanoi accused 
Johnson of going back on his word to meet anywhere, 
anytime. Indonesia sought to break the deadlock with the 
offer of a ship floating in international waters, but this too 
was rejected. 


Preceding page. A U.S. 9th Division soldier radios his com- 
mand post as fighting erupts in Saigon in the first week of 
May. 
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By April 30 Johnson was worried. “We are going into 
our fifth week. We have counseled patience, but you have 
to look at the calendar.” Even as discussions began of po- 
tential bombing targets north of the twentieth parallel, 
Hanoi on May 3 proposed Paris as the conference site. Al- 
though some U.S. diplomats regarded the French capital 
as an unfortunate setting—“the whole effort [giving] the 
appearance of one defeated colonial power arranging for 
a defeated imperialist power to extricate itself from Viet- 
nam"—Johnson accepted the North Vietnamese offer on 
the following day. But he also warned that “this is only the 
first step and there are many hazards and difficulties 
ahead.” 


Talking peace 


Johnson entrusted the American side of the peace talks to 
a veteran team of negotiators headed by seventy-six- 
year-old ambassador-at-large W. Averell Harriman. 
Other key members of the delegation included Cyrus 
Vance as Harriman's second-in-command, press spokes- 
man William Jorden, State Department officials Philip Ha- 
bib and Daniel Davidson, and General Andrew Good- 
paster, commandant of the National War College. Hanoi 
was represented by an equally professional contingent 
under the direction of Xuan Thuy, a fifty-five-year- 
old veteran propagandist and secretary of the Central 
Committee of the North Vietnamese Communist party. On 
June 3 an important addition was made to the North Viet- 
namese delegation when Le Duc Tho arrived in Paris. Al- 
though he was officially classified as an “adviser” to the 
delegation, Tho's standing in the party—the seventh- 
ranking member and, next to Ho Chi Minh, chief theo- 
retician of the North Vietnamese Politburo—suggested a 
more central role in the talks. 

Of the two parties not represented in Paris—the South 
Vietnamese government and the NLF—it was Saigon that 
had the most to lose from the bilateral discussions. On the 
eve of the opening session President Thieu vowed that his 
country “will not yield even a centimeter of land to the 
Communists, will not form a coalition government with the 
NLF, and will firmly not acknowledge the NLF as an equal 
political entity to negotiate with us,” a position that 
seemed to doom the talks even before they began. To 
soothe his anxious ally, Johnson went out of his way to re- 
assure Saigon that the Americans had no intention of sign- 
ing an agreement that did not provide the means to a gen- 
uine peace. The GVN, Johnson promised, would be a “full 
participant in any negotiations designed to bring about a 
setilement of the conflict.” 

The president had also called for close consultations 
between the U.S. and its allies during the peace process. 
But his offer to negotiate with Hanoi had provoked anger 
and apprehension among many Southeast Asian leaders 
who resented Washington's unilateral initiative and who 


feared that the Americans were simply seeking a 
face-saving means of withdrawal. Although officials in 
Australia and New Zealand gave public support for the 
U.S. move, one prominent Australian politician expressed 
a more candid opinion. “If you heard that Ho Chi Minh 
was resigning office at the end of the year, that General 
Vo Nguyen Giap had been booted upstairs, that North 
Vietnamese troops in South Vietnam were being cast in a 
‘less active’ role, and that Hanoi was virtually begging us 
to come to the conference table—well, what would you 
think?" The Laotioms worried that they would soon become 
“a battlefield between Thais and North Vietnamese,” 
while Thai interior minister Prapus Charusthien warned 
that if the Americans negotiated their way out of South 
Vietnam only to turn to Thailand as the “new line of de- 
fense," Washington should shed its illusions. "No one will 
believe you.” 

Whatever suspicions the allies harbored, the negotiat- 
ing process was finally underway. The first formal session 
took place on May 13 at the Majestic Hotel, the site of the 
1946 talks between France and Vietnamese nationalists 
led by Ho Chi Minh. Graced with a crystalline spring 
morning, surrounded by more than 1,300 reporters from 
thirty-nine countries, Harriman and Xuan Thuy shook 
hands in the hotel's rococo Grande Salle and went to work. 

For Harriman the American objective could be suc- 
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The American and North Vietnamese delegations open the peace talks on May 13. Averell Harriman, head U.S. negotiator, is 
seated third from left; his counterpart, Xuan Thuy, is in the center of the North Vietnamese team. 


cinctly stated— to preserve the right of the South Vietnam- 
ese people to determine their own future without outside 
interference or coercion.” In order to accomplish this he 
called for a true demilitarization of the DMZ, the neutral- 
ization of Laos and Cambodia, and a strengthening of the 
International Control Commission overseeing the Geneva 
agreements. Alluding to the president's decision to restrict 
air attacks over North Vietnam, Harriman asserted that 
“even this limited bombing could come to an early end—if 
our restraint is matched by restraint on the other side,” 
and reiterated an offer made by the U.S. at the Manila 
Conference in 1966 to withdraw American forces from 
South Vietnam "as the other side withdraws its forces to 
the North, stops the infiltration, and the level of violence 
thus subsides.” 

All of this mecmt nothing to the North Vietnamese. In- 
dicting the United States for “monstrous crimes,” Xuan 
Thuy charged that Johnson had ordered the partial bomb- 
ing halt only under the strongest pressure from world 
opinion and because of defeat on the battlefield. He con- 
demned American involvement in Vietnam, accusing the 
United States of preventing the Geneva accords from 
being carried out, placing a "puppet" regime in Saigon, 
and launching a "war of destruction" against the Viet- 
namese people. The American demond for "mutual de- 
escalation” as a prerequisite for peace was simply unac- 
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At the Paris 
Peace Talks 


| Daniel I. Davidson 





To the American public, the peace talks 
going on in Paris during the summer of 
1968 were a strange affair: half tragedy, 
| half farce. But even those more intimately 
acquainted with what was taking place 
behind the scenes found themselves 
caught up in an intricate game of public 
posturing and secret discussions. One of 
the participants at the talks was Daniel I. 
Davidson, a member of the United States 
delegation and one of two Americans who 
first met with North Vietnamese represen- 
tatives outside the regular weekly sessions 
at the Hotel Majestic. 





Unquestionably the most important fig- 
ure in the early negotiations was the chief 
of the American delegation. Averell Har- 
riman brought to the Paris peace talks an 
unexcelled experience in diplomacy at 
the highest levels, which began during 
World War II when he served as Presi- 
dent Roosevelt's lend-lease representa- 
tive to Great Britain and as his ambassa- 
dor to the Soviet Union. A former assistant 
secretary of state for Far Eastern affairs, 
he had extensive exposure to Indochina. 
In addition, he was a dogged worker con- 
centrating almost excessively on his task, 
immersing himself in every detail and pur- 

| suing his goals both during the working 
day and during ostensibly social events. 

Harriman recognized that his role in 
Paris was not only that of negotiating with 
the North Vietnamese but also seeking 
desirable shifts in the American position. 
In that role, his personal prestige and his 
ability to maneuver through the bureauc- 
racy proved invaluable. His reputation 
for integrity, his standing, his ability to see 
the other party's position, his treatment of 
the North Vietnamese as responsible hu- 
man beings also served his country. 

Even before the United States delega- 
tion arrived in France, we were very 
aware that while we would pursue peace 
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in the overcivilized setting of Paris other 
Americans would die in Vietnam. I was 
particularly conscious of this contrast dur- 
ing the tedium of the weekly talks at the 
Hotel Majestic, when each side made its 
formal statement, almost entirely repeti- 
tive of previous public positions, and then 
sat while the lengthy speeches were 
translated twice—first into French and 
then into either Vietnamese or English. 

There were occasional translation 
problems. After General Westmoreland 
was replaced by General Abrams, the 
North Vietnamese referred to West- 
moreland as “limoges.” It took some effort 
before we discovered that the word re- 
ferred to the French practice of appoint- 
ing a general who was a failure in com- 
bat as head of the garrison of Limoges—a 
city located almost equidistant from the 
French frontiers and therefore unlikely to 
involve him in further fighting. On another 
occasion, the Vietnamese asked us for the 
meaning of a phrase used by President 
Johnson when he exhorted troops in Viet- 
nam to “nail the coonskin to the wall.” 

The only immediate utility of the 
weekly talks was that during breaks 
pairs of Americans and Vietnamese 
would have tea. The tea breaks eventu- 
ally led to the very secret private talks 
conducted away from the glaring pub- 
licity of the weekly meetings, and it was 
those talks that finally led to results. 

Arranging the locale of the secret 
meetings, when it was our turn to be host, 
and providing tremsportation was a task 
assisted by the CIA. Whatever his other 
abilities, the CIA officer was not partic- 
ularly attentive to vehicular laws. Once, 
when driving Vance to a secret meeting, 
he was nearly picked up by a French po- 
liceman. This could well have threatened 
the secrecy of the whole activity. 

President Johnson was determined that 
there would be no leaks to the press. At 
the onset, Vance informed all members of 
the delegation and the staff that the first 
person to talk to a reporter would be on 
the next plane to Washington and that 
this prohibition was not to be made known. 

At our hotel, a note from an American 
journalist inviting me to dinner at a 
three-star restaurant awaited me. I ig- 
nored it. The next day a second note ar- 
rived from her with boxes to be checked. 
The final box was “No. I am out of my 
mind and do not wish to have dinner with 


you.” With time, the prohibition was grad- 
ually relaxed. It is true, however, and it is 
a source of pride, that there were no 
leaks from the American delegation. 

The president's determination to pre- 
serve secrecy was demonstrated to an ex- 
traordinary degree in the handling of the 
cables concerning the meetings. Ordi- 
nary communications from the American 
delegation to Washington bore the head- 
ing HARVAN for Harriman-Vance. More 
sensitive material distributed only to se- 
lected officials had the heading HARVAN 
PLUS. The cables that reported on the se- 
cret meetings bore the heading HARVAN 
DOUBLE PLUS and were personally re- 
stricted by the president to an extremely 
small number of officials. As a result, sen- 
ior officials of the government who 
thought they had access to the most sensi- 
tive material because they were recipi- 
ents of the HARVAN PLUS cables re- 
mained ignorant of the fact that they had 
been cut off from the most important re- 
ports. One member of the Paris staff com- 
plained to Undersecretary of State Nich- 
olas Katzenbach that he was not seeing 
reports of the secret meetings. Katzen- 
bach asked him if he would feel any bet- 
ter knowing that the director of the CIA 
had also had his access cut off. 

To the best of my knowledge, no report 
to the president from Paris mentioned any 
electoral considerations. Once, at a secret 
meeting in October, when the North Viet- 
namese hinted broadly that they hoped to 
reach an agreement before the presiden- 
tial election, I prepared the dratt of the re- 
porting cable. Vance deleted that com- 
ment because of concern that its mention 
would make it less likely that the presi- 
dent would accept an understanding 
reached before the election. 

This is not to say that for tactical rea- 
sons the Americans did not mention the 
election in the talks. At one tea break 1 
briefly reviewed Hubert Humphrey's rec- 
ord in a low key attempt to suggest that the 
North Vietnamese might consider whether 
the chances of an agreement might not be 
improved by speeding things up and by 
doing so assisting Humphrey's chances of 
becoming president. As the break ended I 
hastily said, "I am sure you are familiar 
with Richard Nixon's history." My counter- 
part, speaking in English for the first and 
last time, replied, “I wouldn't buy aused car 
from that man.” 


ceptable. "Since the USA has unleashed the war of ag- 
gression,” declared Thuy, "the USA must stop it. Since the 
USA has continually escalated the war, the USA must de- 
escalate it." Hanoi's position at the outset of the talks, as it 
had been since the first Rolling Thunder sorties three 
years earlier, was the same: There could be no sub- 
stantive discussions until the bombing stopped and all 
other acts of war against its territory came to an end. 

Hanoi would offer no gesture of reciprocity until the 
bombing stopped. Washington would not stop the bomb- 
ing without evidence of North Vietnamese reciprocity. Vir- 
tually as soon as they began, the talks descended into a 
sterile repetition of irreconcilable positions. “Never,” re- 
marked one hardened U.S. diplomat, “have I heard two 
nations call each other sons of bitches so politely.” But the 
stalemate in Paris reflected more than an unwillingness to 
compromise. The prospect of peace had always depended 
on the bloody course of the war. And just as the negotia- 
tors who faced one another across the green baize table 
at the Majestic Hotel had reached cm impasse, so for the 
opposing armies struggling across the green land of South 
Vietnam in the late spring of 1968, there was no end in 
sight. 


Counteroffensive 


If the allied command had been shaken by the sudden- 
ness and magnitude of the Tet offensive, it had also been 
presented with an unprecedented opportunity. General 
Westmoreland had argued from the beginning that the 
enemy's "desperate gamble" had decimated his ranks 
and left him open for punishing counterblows that could 
transform initial allied reverses into a major victory. Even 
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as officials in Washington debated the wisdom of contin- 
ued American military involvement in Vietnam, the allies 
struck back. 

They turned their attention first to the countryside sur- 
rounding Saigon where three Communist divisions threat- 
ened a renewed attack on the capital. On March 11 some 
50,000 U.S. and ARVN troops fanned out across a six- 
province belt in the largest operation of the war to date. 
Code-named Quyet Thang (Resolve To Win), the month- 
long campaign netted over 2,600 enemy killed. Although 
the operation failed to provoke a major fight or destroy a 
sizable Communist unit, the constant patrolling and night 
ambushes prevented enemy forces from concentrating for 
another attack. Quyet Thang was immediately followed | 
by an even larger operation optimistically called Toan 
Thang, or Complete Victory. Employing seventy-nine ma- 
neuver battalions, the allied command sent over 100,000 
men into Gia Dinh Province on small unit patrols, daylight 
search missions, night ambushes, and cordons. By the 
time the operation ended on May 31, some 7,600 enemy 
soldiers had been killed. 

Eighty-five miles to the south in the Mekong Delta, the 
allies capitalized on a series of dry-weather fires in the U 
Minh Forest to drive Communist forces from one of their 
most formidable bases. U.S. jets roared over the 1,550- 
square-mile jungle feeding the fire with napalm and 
white-phosphorous rockets, while U.S. Navy cruisers in 
the Gulf of Thailand sent hundreds of rockets into sus- 
pected enemy positions. As the VC frantically dug fire- 
breaks and attempted to haul tons of supplies to safer 
ground, the onrushing fire tore through their camps setting 
off explosions of ammunition and fuel. By the middle of 
April, 85 percent of the U Minh was a smoking ruin. The | 


luu Gwo eH ——— | 
| 





Pin 


i MEM IN 


ROTHCO 





The long debate over a site for the peace talks provoked ironic comment on both sides of the Atlantic, as this British cartoon 


testifies. 
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Communist refuge would not be habitable for at least a 
year. 

As smoke darkened the sky over the southern delta, 
U.S. aircraft pounded the North Vietnamese “panhandle” 
south of the nineteenth parallel in some of the most in- 
tensive bombing of the war. Taking advantage of the end 
of the spring monsoon, U.S. fighter-bombers executed 
over 7,000 sorties during April against targets ranging 
from staging areas along the DMZ to the rail and highway 
center of Vinh 150 miles north. Guided by aerial photo- 
graphs from droopnosed RF-4C Phantoms based in north- 
ern Thailand, U.S. airmen struck repeatedly at truck 
convoys, radar sites, gun emplacement rail links, and 
bridges. American commanders estimated that by con- 
centrating their attacks on the area just north of the DMZ, 
they were destroying more men and materiel heading into 
South Vietnam than before the bombing restrictions had 
gone into place. 


A Shau 


The most spectacular operation of the allied counter- 
offensive was the raid into the A Shau Valley. Located in 
the southwestern corner of Thua Thien Province along the 
Laotian border, the A Shau had been held by the North 
Viemamese since they overran a Special Forces camp at 
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the southern end of the valley in March 1966. By the begin- 
ning of 1968 the A Shau was the strongest enemy base in 
South Vietnam, an enormous storehouse of supplies and a 
key infiltration route from Laos and the Ho Chi Minh Trail. 
Garrisoned by 5,000 to 6,000 troops, ringed by a sophis- 
ticated complex of interlocked antiaircratt batteries, it had 
been from the A Shau that the enemy had launched his 
Tet attacks on the northern provinces. And it was from the 
A Shau, many American commanders feared, that he was 
preparing to unleash a second offensive. 

Planning for the operation, code-named Delaware/ 
Lam Son 216, had begun in early April, even as the relief 
of Khe Sanh was underway. As conceived by Lieutenant 
General William B. Rosson, commander of the newly des- 
ignated Provisional Corps, Vietnam, the operation called 
for a multipronged drive into the valley, led by heliborne 
assault troops and supported by a punishing application 
of aerial firepower. 

For six days prior to the first attack, waves of B-52s 
blasted enemy weapons sites, troop concentrations, and 
bunkers. Despite the tons of explosives rained down on the 
valley, the first helicopter assault on April 19 came under 
withering fire from antiaircraft batteries hidden in the sur- 
rounding hills. “There were white puffs of smoke every- 
where,” recalled a pilot who flew one of the earliest mis- 
sions. "I mean, when I came in the ground erupted right 
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at me.” On the first day of battle Communist gunners 


brought down ten helicopters, including the first giant Fly- A Shan Valley 
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clouds to make their descent. "What should have been a 
simple twenty-minute flight,” said Lieutenant General 
John J. Tolson, “was usually an hour and twenty minutes of 
stark terror.” 

After establishing LZs Tiger and Vicki at the northern 
end of the valley, units of the 1st Air Cav cut Route 548 and 
moved southeast to secure an old French landing strip at 
A Luoi. To the east, one battalion of the 101st Airborne be- 
gan clearing operations along Route 547, while another 
established an LZ at the junction of Routes 547 and 547A. 
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When the cloud cover finally broke on April 22, CH-47 
Chinook helicopters thundered over the jungle hauling 105 
MM and 155mm howitzers to positions overlooking the val- 
ley floor, providing protective fire for ground units con- 
ducting reconnaissance patrols to the south and west. By 
the twenty-ninth an LZ had been opened at Ta Bat air- 
field, enabling the ARVN 3d Regiment to initiate attacks 
along the Rao Lao River toward the abandoned Special 
Forces camp. Two days later C-123 Providers began 
regular supply runs into the refurbished A Luoi airstrip. 
Except for the murderous antiaircraft fire—which cost 
allied forces some sixty helicopters destroyed or damaged 
and one C-130 aircraft-the A Shau proved to be lightly 
defended on the ground. NVA units avoided contact and 
retreated into the hills from which they harassed allied 
patrols with heavy barrages of 122mm rockets and artil- 
lery. What they left behind, however, was a treasure trove 
of war materiel. Although the operation accounted for no 
more than 850 enemy killed (compared to 139 Americans) 
by the time Delaware/Lam Son came to a close on May 
13-a figure even General Rosson admitted was dis- 
appointing—allied forces had uncovered a huge quantity 
of enemy supplies, including 2,300 small arms, 36 machine 
guns, 13 antiaircraft guns, 10 recoilless rifles, 11 rocket 
launchers, 31 flame throwers, 2,200 pounds of explosives, 
135,000 rounds of small arms ammunition, 800 rounds of 





recoilless rifle ammunition, 35 mines, 25,000 grenades, 2 
bulldozers, 75 wheeled vehicles, 3 tracked vehicles, 1 tank, 
76,000 rounds of miscellaneous ammunition, 72,000 pounds 
of food, and 90,000 pages of documents. 

While General Rosson would call the A Shau cam- 
paign technically “one of the most audacious, skillfully ex- 
ecuted, and successful combat undertakings of the Viet- 
nam War,” perhaps more important was its psychological 
impact. Almost from the beginning of the American build- 
up the Communists had considered the A Shau, like the U 
Minh Forest, their personal territory, a symbol of their rel- 
ative invulnerability. In the aftermath of the Tet offensive 
and the siege of Khe Sanh, Operation Delaware was 
ample demonstration that the allied command was not 
prepared to cede military victory by default. 


Fight-talk 


Although they found themselves on the defensive in vari- 
ous parts of South Vietnam, it was imperative for the Com- 
munists to maintain military pressure on the allies. To the 
American public the opening of negotiations suggested 
the beginning of the end of the long conflict. To Hamoi it 
signaled a new phase of the war: the "fight-talk" stage in 
which negotiation became a tactic of warfare and warfare 
a tactic of negotiations. By continuing and even increasing 





The partial bombing halt meant no relaxation for this worker at a Hanoi factory. His rifle remains close at hand as he continues 
to turn out bicycles, thousands of which were used to transport men and equipment down the Ho Chi Minh Trail. 








144 





the intensity of fighting while the talks went on, the Com- 
munists hoped to demonstrate their capacity to wage a 
protracted war, capture territory that could later be given 
up as part of a face-saving American withdrawal, and 
convince the South Vietnamese and American people that 
however long it took, they could not be defeated. 

With the breathing space provided by the partial 
bombing halt, North Vietnamese authorities initiated a 
furious program of rebuilding, resupply, and refitting of its 
armed forces both north and south of the DMZ. The North 
used the pause to reconstruct roads, railroads, and 
bridges heavily damaged by U.S. air raids, to put several 
large factories back into operation, and to strengthen the 
capital's air defenses. Meanwhile, huge convoys of Rus- 
sion trucks bearing rocket launchers, rifles, and soldiers 
rolled at high speed along the now-resurfaced roads 
toward the South. The infiltration of NVA regulars down 
the Ho Chi Minh Trail increased to nearly 12,000 men a 
month in the early spring, double the usual rate. U.S. in- 
telligence officials estimated that from February to May 
some 50,000 fresh soldiers made the journey south to rein- 
force depleted units and to prepare for a new onslaught. 

South Vietnamese guerrilla forces were also active. Al- 
though badly battered, the VC had far from disappeared. 
The CIA estimated that at worst the Vietcong would be 
able to replace their losses within six months, and a JCS 
report found “no evidence” that Vietcong guerrillas had 
become dormant, pointing to a continuing high level of ter- 
rorism and harassment. The southern Communists also re- 
tained sufficient resources to create a host of political as- 
sociations, revolutionary councils, and regional fronts, amd 
to overhaul party administration in NLF-controlled areas. 

Nonetheless, Vietcong losses at Tet had been severe. 
Secret urban cadres had revealed their true identities, 
only to find themselves forced to flee when the General 
Uprising never materialized. In areas where the NLF in- 
frastructure had been compromised, the party was left 
with little or no organization. The arrest of numerous dis- 
trict-level cadres, who formed a crucial “bridge” between 
policy makers and action units, placed a critical strain on 
the Communists’ urban apparatus. Equally serious was 
the loss of highly trained specialty units such as sappers 
and political cadres whose replacement would not be 
easy. By the end of February decimated Vietcong units 
were being withdrawn to outlying bases, reducing their 
level of attack to small-unit forays or harassment by fire. 
Guerrilla and local forces were diverted to logistical mis- 
sions as the Communist command trained new recruits. 

Some of the replacements had not come willingly, exac- 
erbating morale problems within VC ranks. When the 
promise of the General Uprising had turned instead into 
bloody losses and retreat, a wave of frustration and dis- 
appointment swept the guerrilla camps. Attempts to up- 
grade guerrilla and local-force units into Main Force bat- 
talions led to desertions and declining confidence. 


Captured documents revealed widespread resentment to- 
ward the northerners whom many felt had “used” the 
southern soldiers for their own purposes. 

“The truth was that Tet cost us half of our forces,” re- 
called Truong Nhu Tang, a founder of the NLF. “Our 
losses were so immense that we were simply unable to re- 
place them with new recruits. One consequence was that 
the Hanoi leadership began to move unprecedented num- 
bers of troops into the South, giving them a new and much 
more dominant position in NLF deliberations.” By May, 
some 15,000 NVA troops had been placed in Vietcong 
units. U.S. intelligence estimated in June that fully 70 per- 
cent of all Communist forces in South Vietnam were sol- 
diers of the DRV. 

Yet for all their difficulties, the Vietcong remained a po- 
tent weapon in the Communist arsenal. During March and 
April VC cadres smuggled arms and ammunition into Sai- 
gon, making contact with underground cells still intact af- 
ter the February battles. Storing tons of new supplies in 
caches ringing the city, they built and resurfaced a dozen 
new roads, including one within thirty miles of the capital. 
By the first week of May, three months after they had suf- 
fered, in General Westmoreland's words, "a striking mili- 
tary defeat," the Communists were ready to attack again. 


"Tet II" 


As the conferees in Paris prepared for the opening session 
of negotiations, Communist troops launched 119 attacks 
against provincial and district capitals, allied military in- 
stallations, and major cities. Most of their efforts were lim- 
ited to mortar and rocket fire. "It was exactly the kind of 
attack we expected,” said a senior American officer, "a lot 
of smoke and not much fire." But in several places the 
fighting was savage and costly. At Dong Ha, a U.S. Ma- 
rine supply base in northeastern Quang Tri Province, 
8,000 men of the NVÀ 320th Division fought a three-day 
battle with 5,000 marines and South Vietnamese troops 
before retreating across the DMZ, leaving 856 Communists 
and 68 Americans dead. Two hundred kilometers away 
on the northern edge of the central highlands, two regi- 
ments of the NVÀ 2d Division trapped 1,800 allied soldiers 
inside the Special Forces camp at Kham Duc. With the 
isolated garrison under intense attack, army and marine 
helicopters and air force C-130s flew through ferocious 
ground fire to evacuate the base as allied fighters hurled 
rockets, cluster bombs, and napalm into enemy positions 
as close as twenty meters from the camp's perimeter. Most 
of Kham Duc's defenders were rescued but not without the 
loss of two C-130s, an A-1 Skyraider, and five helicopters. 
One of the C-130s went down with a full load of Vietnam- 
ese CIDG troops and their dependents—150 men, women, 
and children. 

Unlike the Tet offensive, when Vietcong units bore the 
brunt of the fighting, the May attacks were conducted in 
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most areas almost exclusively by North Vietnamese 
troops. Once again there was evidence of careful plan- 
ning. But this time the Communists lacked the advantage 
of surprise. They had warned repeatedly of a renewed 
round of attacks, and in late April the highest-ranking de- 
fector yet to fall into allied hands, a North Vietnamese 
colonel and political commissar attached to the Vietcong 
| 9th Division, surrendered with detailed plans for a "sec- 
| ond wave” of attacks. Allied units intercepted the majority 
| of Communist forces heading for Saigon before they 
| reached the outskirts of the city. The thirteen enemy battal- 
ions that did penetrate the city's outer defenses, however, 
| were more than enough to once more plunge the capital 
| into chaos (see picture essay, page 154). 
| At 4:00 a.m. on May 5, the 150th anniversary of the birth 
| of Karl Marx, a barrage of rockets and mortars slammed 
| into the heart of Saigon signaling the start of the attack. 
| The battle began on the northeast edge of the city where 
Communist troops seized the Saigon-Bien Hoa Highway 
bridge, then swirled around to the west and southwest 
engulfing Tan Son Nhut Airport. Elements of the U.S. 25th 
Infantry Division and air cavalry units repelled the ad- 
| vance on the air base, and for a time it appeared that the 
attack was over. But two days later intense fighting broke 
| out in Cholon and around the nearby Phu Tho racetrack. 
The tenacity of the enemy surprised allied command- 
ers. At Phu Lam, Communist troops equipped with 75MM 
recoilless rifles and antiaircraft weapons were so well en- 
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trenched that it took the ARVN 38th Ranger Battalion, sup- 
ported by armor, artillery, and tactical air strikes, two 
days to drive them out. One of the stubbornest pockets of 
resistance was a shantytown near Saigon's "Y" Bridge. 
"We've had it," said an American officer on the seventh 
day of fighting. "We're going to level the whole damn 
place. We've been in there twelve times and we've been 
thrown out each time. If we don't get them out soon, we'll 
spend our lives here." 

By May 13 Communist forces had been driven from the 
city, only to reappear two weeks later in a second surge of 
attacks. Two NVA regiments reached the densely popu- 
lated northern suburbs, transforming numerous pagodas 
into fortified positions, while local-force battalions reoccu- 
pied Cholon where they raised a Vietcong flag over the 
Central Post Office. ARVN brigades using tactical air sup- 
port and tear gas cleared enemy units from the northern 
sector by June 3. But small groups of Communist troops 
occupied high-rise buildings in Cholon and dug in for a 
bitter defense. Only after a series of painful and 
drawn-out assaults supported by helicopter gunships fir- 
ing repeatedly into enemy nests on the top floors of several 
buildings were they finally dislodged. 

Their departure brought little relief to the residents of 
Saigon as enemy ground assaults gave way to a daily 
barrage of 122mm rockets. Firing from distances as great 
as seven miles from downtown Saigon, Communist gun- 
ners sent a steady rain of random death into the battered 
city. Their only warning a high-pitched whistle, the war- 
heads tore into shops and houses, exploding in quiet resi- 
dential sections and crowded squares. Twenty-five times 
in 38 days rockets pounded the capital killing hundreds of 
civilians and wounding nearly 1,000 more. Raising the 
terror to an almost unbearable level, Communist radio 
broadcasts threatened 100 days of shelling, 100 rockets a 
day. If to General Westmoreland the rocket attacks had 
no "real military significance," their psychological impact 
was incalculable. 

Although the city was never in danger of being cap- 
tured, the May offensive wrought new havoc and devas- 
tation on Saigon: 4,800 civilians wounded; 160,000 new 
refugees; whole districts in ruin. American officers 
vehemently defended the allied reliance on helicopter 
gunships and napalm strikes in populated areas. "There 
is no clean way of fighting a city war,” argued one Ameri- 
can general. “If you try to fight with gloves on, the casu- 
alty rate is going to be so high that you can't stomach it, 
and you don't get the enemy out anyway.” But for the resi- 
dents of Saigon's 8th district, where 8,000 homes were de- 
stroyed in five days of fighting, it was a logic impossible to 
comprehend. 

Young Vietnamese referred sarcastically to the "liber- 
ation” of their neighborhoods and suggested that in place 
of the swastikas and Rising Suns of an earlier war, U.S. 
pilots now adorned their aircraft with rows of houses. Said 


one ARVN officer bitterly, "We cannot go on destroying 
entire blocks everytime a Vietcong steps into a house.” 
They failed to rouse the people to their cause or bring 
down the Thieu government, but the Communists had 
demonstrated anew their capacity to attack the seat of 
South Vietnamese power and bring destruction down 
upon the heads of its inhabitants. “The Vietcong offensive 
is like the tide lapping at a beach,” said one refugee trom 
the Cholon fighting. “It comes and it goes. But each time, a 
little bit of the government's authority is swept away.” 





The longest war 


Even as fighting subsided in Saigon, new clashes broke 
out across the northern provinces where American forces 
found themselves fighting a conventional war against 
regular NVA divisions that had largely abandoned their 
earlier hit-and-run tactics to stand and fight. Citing the 
enemy's increased use of artillery, the frequency of 
counterattacks, and the use of maneuver elements, Ameri- 
can commanders marveled at the “beautiful equipment, 
first-line weapons, helmets, clean uniforms, and high mo- 
rale" of the Communist troops. 

There were no spectacular victories or defeats for either 
side but rather an endless series of bloody clashes. The 
cost of these countless skirmishes was painfully evident in 
the growing casualty lists. According to U.S. intelligence, 
American troops in I Corps alone had killed an average of 
more than 1,500 enemy soldiers a week since the outbreak 
of the Tet offensive five months earlier. But U.S. casualties 
had also grown. During May, 2,000 Americans perished in 
the fighting—the highest monthly death toll of the war. 

The military contest in Vietnam was rapidly falling into 
the pattern set in Korea where the worst fighting, and 
highest casualty rates, took place after both sides had sat 
down to talk peace. As if to underline this grim prospect, 
Hanoi directed a return to the policy of "protracted war." 
In a speech in June, Truong Chinh, third-ranking member 
of the North Vietnamese Politburo, warned party workers 
to "overcome pacifist ideas." "We must attack the enemy 
with determination," Chinh urged. "But at times, under 
certain circumstances, we must shift to the defensive to 
gain time, dishearten the enemy, and build up our forces 
for a new offensive." In the aftermath of the February and 
May offensives, it was time again to "grasp the motto of 
long-drawn-out fight." 

How long, no one could say. By the end of the month, 
U.S. military personnel in South Vietnam had reached a 
new milestone. Since December 22, 1961, when Vietcong 
bullets killed an army private in a delta ambush, Ameri- 
cans had been fighting for more than six-and-a-half 
years: longer than they had in Korea, in World War I or II, 
the Civil War, or the War for Independence. At midnight, 
June 13, 1968, the 2,376th day of conflict, Vietnam became 
America's longest war. 
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Hard-line 





The reverberations of the explosions that rocked Saigon in 
late May and early June were felt as far away as Paris 
where chief U.S. delegate Averell Harriman cautioned the 
North Vietnamese that continued attacks “could have the 
most serious consequences for the talks. If our restraint 
continues to be met with escalation,” the ambassador 
warned, there would be no progress toward peace. In 
Washington, where the May attacks had ignited a new 
debate over the wisdom of the bombing halt, the talk was 
even tougher. Led by the Joint Chiefs, General Maxwell 
Taylor, and National Security Adviser Walt Rostow, some 
of the president's closest aides argued that the continuing 
high level of enemy military activity proved that Hanoi 
had no interest in peace, that the Communists had agreed 
to negotiate only because they found themselves on the | 
verge of defeat. If Johnson took the occasion of the May of- 

fensive to rescind the partial bombing halt and renew 

full-scale military operations, they suggested, the U.S. | 
would soon find itself in the dominant bargaining position. 
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The president was susceptible to the hard-line argu- 
ments, but he felt trapped. "Any move we made that we 
had not made the week before would be regarded by our 
critics as ‘escalation,’ " he complained in his memoirs. 
"But Hanoi could send men by the thousands down the Ho 
Chi Minh Trail, could carry out regimental attacks and 
could hit Saigon, yet no one would mention 'escalation.' " 
Conscious that he would have little public support for a re- 
sumption of the bombing, yet receptive to the idea that the 
enemy could still be made to "cry uncle," Johnson's am- 
bivalence made Harriman's task in Paris doubly difficult. 

Since the beginning of the formal negotiating sessions, 
Harriman had pushed for secret talks with the North Viet- 
namese. By early June they were underway and quickly 
produced a compromise formula. The Americans would 
stop the bombing, and the North Vietnamese would re- 
store the demilitarized character of the buffer zone. The 
United States would maintain the cessation of bombing if 
the Communists refrained from indiscriminate attacks on 
urban areas and joined in substantive talks with the Sai- 
gon government. The American delegation also made a 
proposal to solve the seating problem at the expanded 
talks: There would be two "sides," within which each 
group could work out its own composition. 

As diplomats in Paris hammered out the framework for 
an intermediate settlement, there was a curious lull in the 
fighting in South Vietnam. Through July and early August, 
Communist attacks decreased sharply. The rocketing of 
Saigon ended, a number of Main Force units pulled back 
into Cambodia, Laos, and across the DMZ, and in a ges- 
ture of good will Hanoi released three captured American 
pilots. Compared with the period from February to June, 
U.S. casualties dropped dramatically. Some suggested 





Three American 
pilots released from 
captivity by Hanoi 
manage to smile as 
they tell reporters, 
"It's great to be 
home." Left to right: 
Major James F. Low, 
Captain Joe 
Carpenter, Major 
Fred M. Thompson. 
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that the enemy's new restraint was the long-sought "reci- 
procity” the Americans had been demanding. But Johnson 
was dubious, citing infiltration estimates of some 30,000 
men during July and captured documents pointing to a 
“third wave offensive” in August. At the close of the Hono- 
lulu talks on July 21, the president stressed that there had 
been "no solid evidence of de-escalation." 

Harriman, to the contrary, was encouraged. The am- 
bassador suggested to Johnson that he treat the lull as a 
deliberate act of restraint and halt the bombing, while in- 
forming Hanoi of certain “assumptions” the U.S. would 
make about subsequent Communist military activity. The 
Harriman plam received influential support from Secretary 
of Defense Clark Clifford and Vice President Hubert 
Humphrey. Then on July 29 the New York Times published 
an editorial advocating a similar strategy. But the presi- 
dent, sensing a conspiracy to put pressure on him through 
the media, and resenting Harriman’s suggestion that the 
North Vietnamese might be waiting to see who won the 
November elections before responding to any formal pro- 
posal, sharply rejected the plan. 

For the remainder of the summer numerous officials 
within the administration continued to push for a complete 
bombing halt, but Johnson was adamant. His resistance 
was stiffened by Ambassador Ellsworth Bunker, who in 
early June had recommended bombing Hanoi in retali- 
ation for the rocketing of Saigon, and by senior American 
generals who cited the impact of the bombing on the flow 
of enemy supplies and the “intolerable menace” of Com- 
munist forces along the DMZ. On August 19 Johnson reiter- 
ated his hard-line stance in a speech to the Veterans of 
Foreign Wars, declaring forcefully that there would be no 
bombing halt until the U.S. “has reason to believe that the 










other side intends seriously to join with us in 


de-escalating.” 


Change of command 


OÍ all those who urged President Johnson to maintain a 
tough military posture in South Vietnam, few were as em- 
phatic in their optimism as outgoing MACV commander 
General William Westmoreland. After four and a half 
years, the principal architect of American military strat- 
egy in Vietnam was leaving to become army chief of staff. 
The change of command had been planned since Decem- 
ber 1967 and publicly announced by the president in late 
March. 

Westmoreland spent his final week out in the field with 
his troops on a nostalgic farewell tour. Everywhere he 
went he told his men that they were winning the war. “The 
quality of men coming down from the North is obviously 
deteriorating,” the general asserted. “The quality of the 
enemy's battlefield performance is—well, it approaches 
the pathetic in some cases.” Admitting that the war could 
not be won “in the classic sense, because of our national 
policy of not expanding the war,” Westmoreland flatly re- 
jected the notion of a stalemate. U.S. forces had “denied to 
the enemy a battlefield victory” and “arrested the spread 
of communism” to South Vietnam. “Resolve,” he declared, 
“is still the key to success.” 

Creighton W. "Abe" Abrams, the fifty-three-year-old 
general who took over Westmoreland's job on the third of 
July, was a good deal less sanguine about American pros- 
pects. While Westmoreland staunchly refused to admit 
that Tet had been anything but a disaster for the enemy, 


Two days before 
stepping down as 
COMUSMACV, 
General William C. 
Westmoreland bids | 
farewell to ihe men 

of the U.S.S. 


1 Enterprise. 


Abrams was knowm to believe that the allies had taken a | 
military and psychological thrashing during the February 
offensive. In other ways as well the two men could hardly | 
have been more different. Unlike his tall, blue-eyed pred- 
ecessor with the starched good looks, who rarely drank or 
smoked and only occasionally muttered a mild oath un- 
der his breath, Abe Abrams was a short, tough, cigar- | 
chomping ex-tank commander renowned for his profanity 
and a distinctive combat style: "careful planning and vio- 
lent execution." 

Where Westmoreland was known for the lavishness of 
his operations, Abrams took a more bare-bones ap- 
proach. During the siege of Khe Sanh, when as West- 
moreland's deputy he served as the U.S. commander for | 
the northern provinces, his slogan was simple amd direct: | 
"É you cam't wear it, eat it, or shoot it, don't bring it." Fel- | 
low officers who admired both men contrasted their differ- | 
ent styles. “Westmoreland believes in striking at the 
enemy, killing as many as possible, and getting the hell 
out,” said one general. “Abrams likes to hit the enemy, hit 
them again, and stay with them until he has killed every 
one ol them.” 

Moreover, the military and political realities that faced 
the new MACV commander in July 1968 were far different 
than those with which William Westmoreland had had to 
deal. Abrams took charge after a major shift in American 
policy, with no expectation of further manpower and with 
instructions to turn the war over to the Vietnamese as 
quickly as possible. President Johnson’s decision to au- 
thorize only 24,500 more troops for Vietnam and Secretary | 
of Defense Clark Clifford's flat assertion that there was | 
“no plan to ask for any more American troops” signaled 
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| A former World 
War II tank 
commander under 
General George $. 
Patton, Creighton 

| Abrams took over 
U.S. command in 
Vietnam with a 
reputation for 
honesty and 
toughness. 





the end of American escalation. Abrams's overriding re- 
sponsibility was to prepare the military framework for a 
negotiated settlement and the withdrawal of American 
troops. Throughout the summer the new MACV commander 
received repeated messages from CINCPAC and the Joint 
Chiefs of Staff urging a new approach to the war. Abrams 
would have to find a way to do more with less. As one senior 
U.S. officer put it: “Abe knows damn well that he wasn't sent 
here to win the war, but to hold the fort until the Indians make 
peace.” 

For all their differences, however, Abrams shared with 
Westmoreland the task of containing an elusive and 
deadly enemy. And if he had the benefit of the summer lull 
to contemplate the job ahead, the relative quiet on the bat- 
tlefield was accompanied by signs of new Communist ac- 
tivity. All across the delta Vietcong cadres raided villages 
in a stepped-up “recruitment” drive bolstered by the con- 
tinuing heavy infiltration from the North. In the jungle near 
Cambedia the Communists finished a new steel bridge 
linking the Ho Chi Minh Trail with an expanding network 
of roads radiating east from the border. With remarkable 
| speed, North Vietnamese units had reasserted their con- 
| trol over the A Shau Valley, opening new roads into the 
| central highlands. Some Communist divisions had for the 

moment disappeared, but others were gathering around 
Saigon, stockpiling arms, infiltrating Special Action Com- 
mand troops into the capital, and reconnoitering potential 
targets. By mid-July, allied intelligence placed fifty to 





150 





fifty-two enemy battalions within striking distance of the 
city. 


The Abrams approach 


The first order of business was to reestablish the secu- 
rity of Saigon and diminish the threat of rocket attacks. 
“We have to stop them,” said Abrams, “and we have the 
means to stop them.” He began by shifting thousands of 
men from the countryside, ringing the capital with a 
U.S.-South Vietnamese blocking force of some 100,000 
troops. He ordered the construction of sixty-foot-high look- 
out towers, used pinpoint B-52 strikes to destroy firing po- 
sitions and arms caches, and sent U.S. soldiers on re- 
peated sweeps across the “rocket belt.” 

Shielding the capital reflected a change in tactical pri- 
orities. Arguing that the "key strategic thrust" was “to pro- 
vide meaningtul, continuing security for the Vietnamese 
people,” Abrams moved elements of the 1st Air Cavalry 
from I Corps to the areas around Tay Ninh and Quan Loi, 
collected the entire lst Marine Division at Da Nang, and 
deployed the 7th Squadron of the Ist Air Cav to Vinh Long 
in the Mekong Delta, an area heretofore left largely to 
ARVN. The emphasis on population security also led to a 
larger role for the pacification program and a renewed 
drive to destroy the Vietcong infrastructure (VCI). Allied 
operations "must succeed in neutralizing the VCI and sep- 
arating the enemy from the population,” the general main- 


tained. “The enemy Main Forces and NVA are blind with- 
out the VCI. They cannot obtain intelligence, cannot obtain 
food, cannot prepare the battlefield, and cannot move un- 
seen." The American military effort, said Abrams, simply 
could not “recognize a separate war of big battalions, war 
of pacification or war of territorial security.” 

Changes in tactical priorities were accompanied by 
changes in tactics. Instead of distributing B-52 strikes to 
various units weeks in advance, Abrams looked for targets 
of opportunity, sending massed flights of the giant Strato- 
fortresses against enemy troop concentrations and em- 
ploying the "strategic" bombers as a close-support 
weapon. What made this possible in part was an increas- 
ing sophistication of electronic sensors and the steady im- 
provement of allied intelligence. There was also more em- 
phasis on the "cordon-and-pile-on" technique, a tactic 
used extensively by the commander of the 101st Airborne 
Division, Major General O. M. Barsanti. “I'd send out 
maybe fifty little patrols and just let them wiggle around,” 
explained General Barsanti. “Then, if the enemy shot at 
some of those guys, I'd grab every soldier I could lay my 


hands on—cooks, clerks, and everybody—and throw me a | 
tight cordon around the area. ... We wouldn't try to kill or | 


capture just part of the unit, we wanted to get every single 
man in there.” 


The new approach was in part a response to a shift in | 


enemy tactics from massed assaulis against urban and 
military targets to economy-of-force, stand-off rocket at- 
tacks. The increased use of B-52s and techniques such as 
the cordon-and-pile-on also husbanded human resources 
that Abrams knew were at a premium, while maximizing 


the firepower available to the Americans. For the same | 


reason Abrams displayed little enthusiasm for the 
large-scale search and destroy operations of the past. In 


their place he sent small-unit patrols searching for enemy | 


bases and supply caches, in effect preempting enemy ini- 
tiatives by preventing him from “seeding” the battlefield 
long in advance with ammunition, rations, medical sup- 
plies, and headquarters installations necessary to mount a 
major attack. 

If the Communists could be kept off balamce and the 
military situation stabilized, Abrams told the president in 
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cial Forces soldiers defend a hilltop outpost in Quang Ngai Province. 














October, it would be possible to begin withdrawal of some 
American troops in 1969. A significant disengagement of 
American forces, however, depended upon the ability of 
| the South Vietnamese to take over a greater share of the 
| fighting. During a tour of South Vietnam in July, Secretary 
of Defense Clark Clifford had left no doubt that Vietnam- 
| ization of the war had become Washington's top priority. 
It was up to Abrams to make it work. 

As Westmoreland's deputy commander, Abrams had 
already spent more than a year working with ARVN to 
improve its performance. The ability of the South Vietnam- 
ese army to withstand the Tet attacks suggested that he 
had had some success, but much more needed to be done. 
Poor leadership had afflicted ARVN from its inception. 
Now some of the better senior officers were gaining 
front-line commands. In March Washington initiated a 
major effort to provide all regular ARVN forces with M16 
rifles. Along with them came thousands of machine guns, 
grenade launchers, mortars, howitzers, and APCs. South 
Vietnamese Regional and Popular Forces also began to 
receive M16s as part of a plan to turn pacification over to 
the “Ruff-Puffs,” thereby freeing some fifty-four ARVN 
battalions for combat. A new emphasis was placed on 
getting the South Vietnamese army to go it alone in se- 
lected areas. The Americans turned over four Special 
Forces camps to local forces, U.S. advisers to some ARVN 
units were sharply reduced, and plans were made to 
gradually turn over the defense of the vital area just south 
of the DMZ to the ARVN Ist Division. 

Some American commanders were skeptical of ARVN's 
capacity to defend South Vietnam on its own. But others 
argued that they were already doing more and better 
fighting. “Their kill ratio is high, the number of captured 
enemy weapons is increasing, and there are lower casu- 
alties," said one American officer. "For the first time since 
1961 I feel there is great improvement to be seen.” 


“Third wave” 


Vietnamization would take time, but Abrams's new tactics 
and manpower deployments were soon put to the test. 
During the third week of August Communist forces broke 
their silence, shelling dozens of towns and military out- 
posts and launching a series of coordinated assaults 
throughout South Vietnam. The capital itself was sub- 
jected to the first serious rocket attack since late June, a 
barrage that killed eighteen civilians, wounded sixty- 
nine more, and partially damaged the National Assembly 
building. Hoping to forestall a ground assault against the 
city, B-52 bombers pummeled Communist base areas and 
infiltration routes with close to one million pounds of high 
explosives a day. The attack never materialized, but 
whether this was the result of the bombing raids or not 
was uncertain. 

| In fact, there was little hard evidence of what the Com- 
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munists were up to. The fighting in August hardly matched 
the intensity of the earlier drives, and some American offi- 
cers were convinced that the attacks were no more than a 
prelude to a “third wave” offensive yet to come. Others ar- 
gued that this was the beginning of the long-awaited third 
offensive but that U.S. spoiling actions during the previous 
months had blunted its effectiveness. Some observers 
speculated that the enemy hoped to demonstrate his con- 
trol over large areas of the countryside and, with an eye 
toward the peace talks in Paris, proclaim a provisional 
government. U.S. intelligence had another theory, suggest- 
ing that attacks along the Cambodian and Laotian fron- 
tiers were designed to lure American and South Vietnam- 
ese forces away from Saigon, the real target of the new 
fighting. 

If that was their intention, the Communists had little 
hope of success. Abrams continued to pound suspected 
enemy concentrations near the capital with massive B-52 
raids, and despite the temptation to strike back at the 
enemy where he opened himself up, the ring of allied 
troops around Saigon remained in place. But the defense 
of the cities had the disadvantage of allowing the VC to 
rebuild their strength in the countryside where a cam- 
paign of assassinations took the lives of more than 120 lo- 
cal officials, policemen, and pacification workers. Third 
wave or not, the Communists had put an end to the lull 
that had prevailed for nearly eight weeks. U.S. estimates 
put enemy casualties during the first weeks of renewed 
fighting at a stunning 10,000 men. During the same period, 
more than 700 Americans died in action, the highest rate 
in three months. 

For all the upheaval of the first six months of the year, 
not much had changed on the ground in South Vietnam. 
For both sides, there could be no letup. The Communists 
still faced the necessity of keeping the pressure on the al- 
lies while consolidating their control over as much of the 
countryside as possible. The Americams still sought to pun- 
ish Hanoi for its intransigence by destroying as many of 
the enemy as they could. If American tactics and tactical 
priorities had changed, if the task now was not victory but 
accommodation, the basic strategy remained the same. 

Since 1965 American soldiers had struggled through 
force of arms to compel Hanoi to yield; now they struggled 
to compel the Communists to negotiate seriously. As it had 
been at the end of 1967, so the war remained in the fall of 
1968, a question of time: for the Communists—once again 
committed to protracted war—to prolong the fighting until 
the Americans tired of the endless sacrifice of men and re- 
sources 10,000 miles from home; for the Americans—now 
committed to withdrawal—to prolong the fighting until the 
South Vietnamese could assume the burden of defending 
their country. But after Tet, the enemy had at least one ad- 
vantage. As protracted negotiations gave way once more 
to protracted war, many Americans had already had 
enough. 
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In the wake of the Tet offensive, the beginning of peace talks, and a major change of command, not much had changed for 


these soldiers of the U.S. 9th Infantry Division on patrol in the Mekong Delta. 
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The Second 
Battle 
oí Saigon 





As fighting erupts in Saigon for the second 
time in three months, an ARVN Ranger 
tends a wounded civilian. 
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During the early days of the Tet offen- 
sive an “absolutely secret” memorandum 
signed by COSVN leader Pham Hung 
circulated among the Communist hier- 
archy in South Vietnam. While many of 
the Tet attacks had fallen short of their 
marks, the document said, such failures 


| were to be expected. “Ours is a strategic 


offensive of long duration. We must attack 
the enemy repeatedly three or four times 
if need be, in those areas under contest, 
and we must not withdraw just because 
we fail in our first effort.” 

In the last weeks of April—despite the 
loss of more than 75,000 men since the be- 
ginning of the year and into the teeth of 
alerted allied defenses—Communist troops 
once more moved into range of South 
Vietnamese cities and military bases. By 
May 4, as Communist mortar crews 
slipped into Saigon's suburban precincts, 
VC sappers had established command 
centers in the slum housing ringing the 
central business district. They waited only 


| for the signal to attack. 


The second battle of Saigon was the 


| first great test of ARVN after the Tet offen- 


156 


sive. This time most units were ready. 
South Vietnamese marines repelled multi- 
battalion Communist attacks on several 
bridges over the Saigon River. With sup- 
port from RVNAF aircraft and U.S. heli- 
copters, ARVN and American troops 
pinned down two enemy battalions near 
the Phu Tho racetrack as South Vietnam- 
ese fighter-bombers roared across the 
sky bombing enemy positions throughout 
the city. During the days that followed 
ARVN soldiers engaged in some of the 
heaviest street fighting of the war. 

Twice in four weeks allied forces drove 
Communist attackers from the capital, 
with heavy enemy losses. But defending 
Saigon proved costly as well to the South 
Vietnamese military leadership. Tan Son 
Nhut commander Colonel Luu Kim 
Cuong was killed by an enemy B40 
rocket while directing a counterattack. 
Another casualty was Colonel Dao Ba 
Phuoc, commander of the Sth Ranger 
Group. Brigadier General Nguyen Ngoc 
Loan was wounded leading a charge on 
a sniper position in a Saigon alley. His 
second-in-command, Colonel Dan Van 


Quy, fell to another sniper's bullet two 
days later. 

The enemy attacks left the crowded 
city in a shambles and refugee camps 
bursting with a new influx of terrified ci- 
vilions. Many of those who had moved to 
Saigon to escape the war in rural areas 
now thought of returning to the coun- 
tryside. In at least one district of the capi- 
tal three times the number of houses de- 
stroyed during Tet lay in ruins. At least 
100 civiliams had been killed and over 
40,000 were left homeless. 

Disillusionment was widespread. "Its 
hard to say," reported an American jour- 
nalist, "whether Cholon's residents were 
most bitter at the Vietcong who had 
started the fighting, the South Vietnamese 
troops who went on a rampage of looting 
in the midst of the battle, or the American 
planes and tanks that had blasted their 
homes." Of one thing, though, all Saigon's 
residents were sure: The illusion of the se- 
curity of the capital had been dispelled 
forever. The war had come again to Sai- 
gon; this time, it seemed, for good. 









i 


Above left. Brilliant flares illuminate Sai- 
gon Cathedral as the battle rages into the 
night. 
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Above. Firemen foam down flames during 
the attack on Tan Son Nhut air base. 
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Left An M60 machine gunner and two 
other men oí the 7th Battalion, ARVN Air- 
borne Division, advance on Communist po- 
sitions in the village of Tan Son Nhut, near 
the air base. 
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Left. ARVN bore the brunt of the second 
battle of Saigon, but U.S. soldiers also 
joined the fray. Here troops of the U.S. 9th 
Infantry Division take cover during fighting 
south of Cholon. 


Right. Linking Saigon with its southern sub- 
urbs ond the Mekong Delta, the "Y" Bridge 
was the scene of some of the heaviest fight- 
ing in the city. 


Below. A VC soldier with a three-day-old 
stomach wound receives water from mem- 
bers of the U.S. 9th Division. “Any soldier 
who can fight for three days with his in- 
sides out can drink from my canteen any- 
time," said one of the GIs. 






















Left. Carrying his belongings, a Buddhist 
monk crosses the Bien Hoa Highway 
Bridge only hours after ARVN troops had 
fought off an enemy attack. 


Right. Fearing their homes will be looted, 
refugees abandon embattled areas of the 
city with everything they can carry. 


Below. Despite frantic efforts to save them, 
thousands of Saigon homes, like this one, 
were destroyed during the May offensive. 
Fire trucks donated by the U.S. were too 
wide to travel the city’s narrow streets. 
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Vomvetkeaee 


Sunday, August 25, 1968. Never before in the his- 
tory of the Republic had the electoral process of 
the world's oldest democracy been surrounded 
by such an arsenal of naked force. On the eve of 
the thirty-fifth Democratic National Convention, 
Mayor Richard Daley had tremsformed the city of 
Chicago into an armed camp. 

There had been threats of massive demonstra- 
tions, fears that the huge black ghetto on the 
city's South Side might erupt in violence, warn- 
ings that black militants would lay siege to white 
neighborhoods, and alleged plems for the assas- 
sination of Democratic candidates and the poi- 
soning oí the city's water supply. Lacking emy 
mechenism for distinguishing the serious from 
the absurd, police emd city officials took every ru- 

mor in grim earnest. 

The entire metropolitan police department of 
„000 was placed on week-long, twelve-hour 
uty, their plems alroady drawn up complete 

bivouacs, commemd posts, end mobile 


































tactical forces. Some of the 5,650 men of the Illinois Na- 
tional Guard deployed to the city waited in armories, 
while others set up machine-gun emplacements along the 
city's most luxurious thoroughfare, Michigan Avenue. 
School buildings and parks were set aside to house 5,000 
extra guardsmen, and the 7,500 regular army troops at 
Fort Hood, Texas, ready to be airlifted to Chicago on 
twenty-four hours' notice. Not to be outdone, the sheriff of 
Cook County purchased two armored trucks, outfitting 
them with heavy weapons, tear gas, and Mace. 

Over 1,000 Secret Service agents swarmed around 
town, bumping into federal narcotics investigators, mili- 
tary intelligence agents, and private cops. FBI agents es- 
tablished security positions in the corridors of the Conrad 
Hilton Hotel, headquarters of the convention, manned 
rooftop lookout perches, and checked passengers getting 
off the elevators. In fact, arriving delegates found the 
downtown Loop blanketed in law enforcement: police sta- 
tioned on every corner and in the middle of every block. 

The convention site itself—the old International Am- 
phitheater—had been turned into a veritable fortress sur- 
rounded by a one-square-mile security area into which 
no one was admitted without proper credentials. Barri- 
caded with barbed wire and a chain-link fence, the main 
entrance had been hidden behind a mockup of the north 
face of the White House to protect candidates from pos- 
sible snipers. Helicopters patrolled overhead, while man- 
hole covers on the approaches to the building were sealed 
shut to prevent attack from below. Two thousand police 
guarded the surface, 200 fire fighters stood ready to deal 
with bomb throwers and arsonists, and police and Secret 
Service agents equipped with binoculars, walkie-talkies, 
and rifles hovered on a catwalk ninety-five feet above the 
convention floor. Four days earlier Soviet troops had 
crossed the Czech border and put an end to a 
seven-month experiment in Socialist freedom. Delegates 
driving into Chicago from O'Hare Airport on the Sunday 
before the convention saw fresh paint on the city's fire hy- 
drants and a crude, hand-lettered sign: "Welcome to 
Prague." 


"Kill the pigs!" 


The bristling security precautions reflected the mayor's 
concern that hordes of antiwar protesters would stream 
into Chicago to disrupt the city and paralyze the conven- 
tion. The army of violent demonstrators never appeared, 
but Daley's fears were not wholly groundless. In a series 
of meetings following the October 1967 March on the Pen- 
tagon, the National Mobilization Committee To End the 
War in Vietnam laid the groundwork for what some 





Preceding page. The Guns of August. A line of National 
Guardsmen protects the entrance to Chicago's Conrad Hilton 
Hotel during the Democratic National Convention. 
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hoped would be the largest antiwar protest to date. Led 
by chairman David Dellinger, with organizational cooper- 
ation from SDS veterans Tom Hayden and Rennie Davis, 
"Mobe" charted strategy and logistics, planned radio 
communications and mobile command posts, and sent out 
a call for a half million demonstrators to converge on Chi- 
cago for a series of symbolic confrontations with the politi- 
cal system. 

The youthful protesters who eventually did come to Chi- 
cago never numbered more than 10,000, and while some 
were clearly intent on provoking violence, most were there 
to express by peaceful protest their indignation at the ad- 
ministration's war policy. A much larger number of poten- 
tial demonstrators had been frightened away by Daley's 
well-publicized security measures or dissuaded from 
coming by the mayor's refusal to grant permits enabling 
the protesters to parade near the Amphitheater or pitch 
tents in the city's parks. Convinced that the Chicago police 
were ready to answer provocation with force, Senator Eu- 
gene McCarthy vetoed plans to bring hundreds of thou- 
sands of young supporters to the convention city. 

Yet Daley's attempts to keep them out of town alto- 
gether only strengthened the resolve of the most com- 
mitted. “To remain passive in the face of escalating police 
brutality is foolish and degrading,” said a young activist 
leading self-defense classes on the eve of the convention. 
Some mobilization leaders played down the possibility of 
violent confrontations with the police, but others saw it as 
inevitable. “We're going to march and they're going to 
stop us,” said a young Californian. “How can you avoid 
violence?” 

Even before the convention began, demonstrators de- 
fied the mayor's ban and set up camp in Lincoln Park, a 
mile north of the Loop. The police ordered them to dis- 
perse, then drove them from the park with truncheons and 
Mace. The young men and women reassembled the fol- 
lowing evening behind a barricade of trash cans and pic- 
nic tables, taunting the "pigs" with shouts of “oink, oink,” 
"shitheads," and “motherfuckers.” Someone threw a 
lighted cigarette on a policeman’s arm. Others set rocks 
bouncing off the officers’ riot helmets. When a squad car 
was surrounded by demonstrators and battered with 
rocks and bottles, the elite police Task Force Unit charged 
the barricade behind a shower of tear gas. They beat 
scores of youths to the ground, pursuing others into the 
city's Old Town section, clubbing fleeing demonstrators, 
reporters, and spectators alike amid crashing bottles and 
shouts of “Kill the pigs!” “Fuck the pigs!” Many of the pro- 
testers ended up in hospitals, others in jail. When angry 
demonstrators returned to the park the following night 
only to be driven out once more by clouds of stinging tear 
gas, they moved downtown to Grant Park in front of the 
Hilton Hotel. National Guard troops relieved the police, 
and delegates returning from Convention Hall got their 
first good look at the crisis brewing in the streets. 


The Democrats 


The Democrats also expected trouble, not on Michigan Av- 
enue but on the convention floor. On the surface there 
seemed little opening for the dissidents to mount an as- 
sault. Although he had avoided the primaries, Hubert 
Humphrey arrived in Chicago with 1,400 to 1,500 dele- 
gates, comfortably more than the 1,312 needed to nomi- 
nate, his convention strategy well in hand, his opponents 
in disarray. Yet everywhere he looked there was growing 
disaffection and the threat of last-minute repudiation. 
Labor leaders and party regulars who had delivered 
the delegates to Humphrey had been disappointed by his 
lackluster campaign and the small, often hostile crowds 
that greeted the stumping vice president. Many wondered 
aloud whether he could climb out of the president's 
shadow and overtake Richard Nixon's sizable lead in the 
polls. Once the darling of the Democratic left, he had been 
vilified by the liberals for his association with Johnson and 
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his support of the administration's war policies. Nor was | 


there peace from the right where Texas governor John 
Connally warned Humphrey that his 527 southern dele- 
gates would not remain firm if the vice president yielded 
too much to northern liberals. Waiting in the wings was 


South Dakota senator George McGovern and the threat of | 


a convention draft for Ted Kennedy. And hovering like a 
grim puppeteer over Humphrey's march to the nomination 
was the unseen presence of Lyndon Johnson, spending the 
week on his Texas ranch, but pulling the strings on the 
speaker's podium and in the critical southern delegations. 

If Humphrey was harassed, Eugene McCarthy was 
despondent. Robert Kennedy's death had vaulted the Min- 
nesotem back into the race just when it seemed his quixotic 
crusade had begun to unravel, propelling him to surpris- 
ing success in the New York primary on June 18. Crowds 
thronged to hear him speak, money flowed into his cam- 
paign, and polls showed him beating Humphrey in one 
state after another. Yet he reached Chicago with only 500 
delegates and no hint of a strategy to stop the vice presi- 





Voices for peace. Although consigned by convention managers to the back of the hall, the New York delegation provided some 


of the most vocal support for the minority plank on the war. 
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Their numbers 
diminished by 
arrest and injury, 
the demonstrators 
remain defiant as 
they gather in Grant 
Park on August 28 
and prepare to 
march on the 
convention. 
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dent. While Humphrey darted from delegation to delega- 
tion shoring up his margin of victory and preaching Dem- 
ocratic unity, McCarthy brooded. Contemptuous of 
political rituals and bored by conferences amd strategies, 
he told a group of newspaper editors that Humphrey had 
the nomination wrapped up. 

Without a leader ready to do battle, lacking the dele- 
gate strength to defeat Humphrey directly, the dissidents 
chose to fight a guerrilla war on the floor of the conven- 
tion. They focused their energies on a series of contests 
over democratization of the party's rules, the seating of bi- 
racial southern delegations, and, most important, the Viet- 
nam plank in the party's platform. 

The issue of the war lay at the very heart of the conven- 
tion. It had turned to ashes the Democratic triumph of 
1964, driven two Democratic senators into the primaries 
against a Democratic president, and threatened to hand 
the White House to the Republicans in November. No 
question had so tested the party since the Dixiecrat revolt 
twenty years earlier, and none provoked such passionate 
disagreement in 1968. 

At the platform committee hearings in Washington the 
week before the convention, antiwar Democrats mar- 
shaled some of the party's leading doves and quickly be- 
gan moving the committee away from an outright defense 
of the administration's war policies. But just at the moment 
of apparent success for the peace forces, the Russian in- 
vasion of Czechoslovakia stiffened presidential supporters 
who denounced the doves for advocating “appeasement” 
and called for a plank condemning “not our actions but 
... Communist aggression in South Vietnam, Czechoslova- 
kia, and anywhere else in the world.” 
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Chicago: The Battle in the Streets 
August 1968 


5 Demonstrators' lines of march 
and retreat 
. Lincoln Park: Repeated clashes between 


demonstrators and police— 
Saturday- Tuesday, August 24-7. 
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. Grant Park: Incidents of violence— 

Tuesday—Thursday, August 27-9. 

Michigan and Balbo: The Whole World is 

Watching— Wednesday, August 28. 

. March to the Amphitheater halted— 
Thursday, August 29. 

. Conrad Hilton: Police raid on McCarthy 

headquarters— Friday, August 30. 
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The result was two reports and the certainty of a floor 
fight. The majority plank bluntly rejected “unilateral with- 
drawal” and praised the president for bringing the North 
Vietnamese to the negotiating table. Calling for a reduc- 
tion of U.S. military involvement “as the South Vietnamese 
forces are able to take over their larger responsibilities,” 
the majority offered a conditional cessation of bombing, 
but only “when the action would not endanger the lives of 
our troops,” and taking into account “the response from 
Hanoi.” The minority plank demanded instead "an uncon- 
ditional end to all bombing in North Vietnam,” the nego- 
tiation of a mutual withdrawal of all U.S. and North Viet- 
namese forces, and a “political reconciliation” between 
the Saigon government and the NLF leading to a coalition 
government. “Now the lines are clearly drawn,” pro- 
claimed McCarthy, “between those who want more of the 
same and those who think it necessary to change our 
course in Vietnam. The convention as a whole will 
decide.” 

The debate, which took place on Wednesday, August 
28, began on a conciliatory note. Senator Edmund Muskie 
of Maine suggested that between the two sides “the divid- 
ing line is not the desire for peace or war, the dividing line 
is limited to means, not ends.” But as speaker after 
speaker rose to address the convention, the atmosphere 
quickly turned acrimonious. Theodore Sorensen charged 
that the majority plank was “a call to affirm and continue 
past Vienam policies,” offering “no way out of the present 
mess.” To Kenneth O'Donnell, like Sorensen, a former aide 
to John Kennedy, the majority position was "the height of 
irresponsibility.” Governor Warren F. Hearnes of Missouri 
argued to the contrary that the minority proposal would 


“jeopardize the lives oí American servicemen in Vietnam” 
and warned the doves not to “play God with their lives.” 
But to Tennessee senator Albert Gore the real issue was 
one of credibility. “The American people think over- 
whelmingly we made a mistake,” declared Gore, “and yet 
in the platform we are called upon not only to approve this 
unconscionably disastrous policy but to applaud it.” 

As delegates chanted and jeered, the doves made their 
case that to approve the majority plank would be to “rub- 
ber stamp” policies that had utterly failed at the cost of 
thousands of men’s lives, the emasculation of desperately 
needed domestic programs, and the embitterment of an 
entire generation. Administration supporters replied that 
the majority position represented a commitment to peace, 
that the antiwar plank would imperil American troops and 
undermine the Paris negotiations. The debate finally came 
to a close when Louisiana representative Hale Boggs di- 





vulged the contents of a cable to the president in which | 
General Abrams predicted a 500 percent increase in 
enemy strength near the DMZ if the bombing were halted. 

It was impossible to tell whether Abrams's warning had 
any effect on wavering delegates. The vote of 1,567 to 1,041 
for the majority plank was a substantial victory for the ad- 
ministration, ending any hope of stopping Humphrey. Yet 
it also meant that fully 40 percent of the Democratic dele- 
gates had refused to endorse their own president. Even 
before the final tally was read, members of the New York 
delegation began singing “We Shall Overcome.” Stand- | 
ing on chairs, pounding their feet, delegates from Califor- | 
nia, New Hampshire, Wisconsin, and Oregon donned | 
black armbands and joined in the singing as the gallery 
erupted in chants of “Stop the War! Stop the War!” But the 
war went on; in Vietnam, where 408 Americans died dur- 
ing the week of the convention, and in the streets of Chi- | 





Denounced by antiwar delegates, condemned by demonstrators, an angry Chicago mayor Richard Daley was determined to 
remain in control—of his city and the convention. 
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cago, where a harried police force—reviled, spat upon, 
pelted with rocks, bottles, and sticks-had abandoned all 
restraint. 


“The whole world is watching? 


They had already been beaten and gassed at Lincoln 
Park. Many had been hurt. Some had been arrested. Oth- 
ers had been too frightened to stick around. But they had 
vowed to march to the Amphitheater on the night of the 
presidential balloting—permit or no permit-and by mid- 
afternoon on Wednesday the twenty-eighth some 3,000 
demonsirators had assembled in Grant Park. Furious at 
the convention's defeat of the peace plank, some members 
of the crowd tore down an American flag, getting a new 
cloud of tear gas from the police for their trouble. As dark- 
ness began to fall, police backed up by guardsmen and 
| army troops barricaded one of the bridges leading east 
toward Lake Michigan, then lined up in triple ranks 
across Michigan Avenue, the harsh television lights at the 
hotel's entrance painting menacing shadows across the 
broad boulevard. 

Packed into a confused mass by the surrounding police, 
the demonstrators halted at the intersection of Michigan 


Right. A demonstrator hurls a tear gas canister back at police 
during the confrontation at the Grant Park flagpole on the af- 
ternoon of August 28. 
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and Balbo, their chants bounding off the massive face of 
the hotel: "Peace Now! Peace Now!" "Stop the War! Stop 
the War!” Rolls of toilet paper, wads of paper, and some 
bottles fell to the ground from hotel windows as the police 
ordered the marchers to clear the street. But the mob of 
protesters had nowhere to go, breaking instead into a new 
chant: "Fuck you LBJ! Fuck you LBJ!” Five minutes later, 
after several bus loads of reinforcements had arrived, the 
police attacked. 

Their nightsticks raised, a wedge of helmeted police 
tore into the intersection, clubbing at random. Screams, 
whistles, people running, blood flowing down their faces. 
“We'll kill all you bastards,” raged a cop as he grabbed 
one long-haired demonstrator and jammed a billy club 
into his groin. Panicked demonstrators tried to escape, 
only to fall in heaps, the police pounding them to the pave- 
ment with their clubs. Pushed up against a wall by a trio 
of policemen prodding her in the stomach with their ba- 
tons, a young girl dropped to her knees, screaming "Help 
me. Please God, help me.” When a neatly dressed young 
man came to her aid the police beat him over the head, 
leaving boy and girl blood-drenched, wrapped in each 
other's arms. "You murderers! You murderers!” screamed 





"These were our children in the streets,” wrote columnist Tom | 
Wicker in the New York Times, "and the Chicago police beat 
them up." 
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Attempting to record 
the violence in front 
of the Hilton on the 
evening of the 
twenty-eighth, New 
York Times 
photographer 
Barton Silverman is 
dragged off by 
police. 
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a youth, until a cop silenced him with a blow to the face. 

When their first charge had cleared the intersection, 
police began ranging along the sidewalks, beating dem- 
onstrators and bystanders, anyone who crossed their 
path. Without warning, or apparent cause, a squad of po- 
lice suddenly charged several dozen hotel guests standing 
quietly behind wooden barriers. They crushed the specta- 
tors against the window of a hotel restaurant until it gave 
way, sending screaming women and children backward 
through the broken shards of glass. Crashing through the 
debris the police leaped in after them, beating some oí the 
victims, hauling others off under arrest. 

For more than a week, reporters had suffered at the 
hands of the police some of the same mistreatment the 
demonstrators had endured. Now they gained a measure 
of revenge. For the police had made their stand only a few 
feet away irom a battery of network television cameras 
that recorded the bloody confrontation in shocking detail, 
sending unforgettable images of rampant violence into the 
homes of a stunned and disbelieving nation. 

After ten minutes there was a momentary halt. Those in 
the front rank of the crowd knelt, their arms folded across 
their chests singing "America the Beautiful.” More police 
arrived and violence erupted again. But even as they 
cringed from the blows, the demonstrators remained de- 
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fiant. "The whole world is watching!" they shouted. "The 
whole world is watching! The whole world is watching!" 


No peace 


As taped scenes of flailing police nightsticks appeared on 
lelevision sets throughout the convention hall, the nomi- 
nating process became an outpouring of accumulated 
grievance: over the defeat of the minority Vietnam plank, 
over the way the party regulars had run roughshod over 
the convention, over the manhandling of delegates and re- 
porters on the convention floor, and over the brutal man- 
ner in which Richard Daley had pacified his city. 

Speaker after speaker referred to the scene at the Hil- 
ton, denouncing the violence to a rising chorus of angry 
boos directed at the Illinois delegation. “Is there any way 
to get Mayor Daley to suspend the police-state tactics that 
are being perpetrated at this very moment?” demanded 
an angry Colorado delegate. “Thousands of young people 
are being beaten on the streets of Chicago!” shouted Wis- 
consin delegation chief Donald Peterson. "I move this con- 
vention be adjourned for two weeks and moved to another 
city.” Convention chairman Carl Albert overruled the mo- 
tion for adjournment, but he could not halt Connecticut 
senator Abraham Ribicoff who excoriated the “Gestapo 














Confrontation. An 
angry demonstrator 
and a phalanx of 
National Guards- 
men face off on 
Michigan Avenue at 
the beginning of the 
long night of 
conflict. 


Left. Later that 
night, violence 
reigns. 
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A campaign worker readies a Humphrey display in a Chicago hotel lobby. The Democratic presidential candidate faced an 
| uphill battle after the convention. 
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tactics in the streets of Chicago.” Shaking with rage, 
Daley leaped to his feet screaming obscenities that were 
unmistakable even though his voice was drowned out in 
the tumult that engulfed the hall. “How hard it is to accept 
the truth,” replied Ribicoff staring down at the mayor from 
the podium. "How hard it is.” 

The balloting that followed was almost anticlimactic, 
Humphrey outdistancing McCarthy by more than a thou- 
sand votes. In his acceptance speech the following day the 
vice president lamented “the violence which has erupted, 
regrettably and tragically, in the streets of this great city.” 
But the violence continued: another attempted march on 
the Amphitheater halted with tear gas and truncheons; an 
early morning police raid on McCarthy headquarters at 
the Hilton, the police breaking into rooms, beating heads, 
forcing people to leave, dragging anyone who resisted out 
of their rooms and into the elevators. By the time the con- 
vention was gavelled to a close, more than 800 civilians 
and 150 police had been injured, one demonstrator killed, 
and 668 people thrown in jail. “I didn't believe it could 
happen here,” said a bystander describing himself as ul- 
traconservative. "I am shocked.” 

So was Stewart Alsop, a long-time supporter of the ad- 
ministration’s Vietnam policy. “In Chicago,” he wrote in 
his nationally syndicated column, “for the first time in my 
life it began to seem to me possible that some form of 
American fascism may really happen here.” Other jour- 
nalists joined in the chorus of outrage, labeling the police 
actions a "sustained rampage,’ a verdict endorsed two 
months later by the Johnson-appointed Walker Commis- 
sion, which characterized what had taken place as a "po- 
lice riot.” 

For many of the young, including those with little or no 
connection to radical politics, the lessons of Chicago 
seemed inescapable. Said one Indiana youth: “The Nazis 
in the blue uniforms were pretty well exposed for what 
they are.” Others, however, saw it differently. Letters 
poured into Chicago City Hall commending the police for 
giving the demonstrators what they deserved. But wher- 
ever the blame might lie for the confrontations in Chicago, 
the events that surrounded the Democratic National Con- 
vention had made one thing clear. There could be no 
peace in America until there was peace in Vietnam. 


The “New Nixon” 


The war had dominated the convention, and although 
other issues would appear before election day, it would be 
the question of war and peace that would have the most 
decisive impact on the fall campaign. It had already left 
the Democrats in shambles. “Here was our situation right 
after Chicago,” remembered one Humphrey campaign 
manager. “We had no money. We had no organization. 
We were fifteen points behind in the polls.” The party's 
liberals had all but abandoned the vice president, taking 


with them many of the fund raisers, publicists, and pre- 
cinct workers without whom no Democrat is likely to be- 
come president. McCarthy refused to appear on the con- 


vention podium with Humphrey in the traditional gesture | 


of unity and withheld his endorsement from the party's 
nominee. For Humphrey, the nomination had become a 
bitter prize indeed. “I felt when we left that convention we 
were in an impossible situation,” he said atter the election. 
“Chicago was a catastrophe. My wife and I went home 
heartbroken, battered and beaten. ] told her J felt just like 
we had been in a shipwreck.” 

The Republicans, by contrast, were in excellent shape. 
Richard Nixon had stormed through one primary victory 
after another. The loser image that had followed him since 
1960 was gone. In its place emerged a seemingly stronger, 
more self-assured candidate—what his public relations 





An exuberant Richard Nixon on the eve of receiving the Re- 
publican nomination for president. 





175 


people liked to call the “New Nixon.” Potential opponents 
fell by the wayside or never got on track. The only cred- 


| ible threat to the former vice president was California gov- 


ernor Ronald Reagan, whose homespun delivery and 


| hard-line philosophy— "It is time to tell friend and foe alike 
| that we are in Vietnam because it is in our national inter- 





est to be there”; and “It's very difficult to disagree with 
most of the things that Mr. Wallace is saying" —delighted 
southern delegates crucial to Nixon's winning margin. But 
the Republicans had sacrificed enough in 1964 for the 
sake of ideological purity. "We have no choice, if we want 


| to win, except to vote for Nixon," North Carolina's Strom 


Thurmond told southern party leaders. "Believe me, I love 
Reagan, but Nixon's the one." 

Unlike the Democrats’ turbulent convocation in Chi- 
cago, the Republican gathering in Miami two weeks ear- 
lier was a smoothly controlled coronation. His margin of 
victory was not overwhelming—692 votes with 667 needed 
to nominate. But the party belonged to Richard Nixon, 
whose acceptance speech neatly struck the themes he 
would pursue in the weeks ahead: the need for unity, the 
demand for "law and order,” the grievances of a "silent 
majority," and the urgency of peace. 


When the strongest nation in the world can be tied down for four 
years in a war in Vietnam with no end in sight, when the richest 
nation in the world can't manage its own economy, when the na- 
tion with the greatest tradition of the rule of law is plagued by 
unprecedented racial violence, when the President of the United 
States camnot [safely] travel abroad or to any major city at home, 
then it's time for new leadership for the United States of Ámerica. 


Throughout September, Nixon appeared invincible. He 
saturated the airwaves with commercials showing looted 
buildings at home and dejected American Gls in Vietnam, 
barnstormed the couniry giving standard speeches to 
outdoor audiences in Republican strongholds, and held 
carefully orchestrated live pane! discussions to impress 
television viewers with his willingness to face the issues. 
One issue he declined to comment upon, however, was 
Vietnam. 

Nixon promised to "end the war and win the peace," an 
objective almost all Americans shared, but he preferred 
not to provide details of his "secret plan" for fear of up- 
setting the administrations negotiations with the North 
Vietnamese. On rare occasions he did provide some hints 
of what he had in mind, citing his opposition to "military 
escalation," "precipitate withdrawal," or an unconditional 
bombing halt, the importance of "Vietnamization," and the 
necessity of talks with the Soviet leadership. Perhaps 
Nixon's most revealing remarks came at a meeting with 
the Florida delegation at the Republican convention. 
"How do you bring a war to a conclusion?" he asked. “T'I 
tell you how Korea ended. We got in there and had this 
messy war on our hands. Eisenhower let the word go out— 
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let the word go out diplomatically to the Chinese and the 
North Koreans that we would not tolerate this continual 
ground war of attrition. And within a matter of months, 
they negotiated. ... What we've got to do is walk softly 
and carry a big stick.” Even such general prescriptions, 
however, were few and far between. Nixon was shrewd 
enough—and lucky enough—to avoid having to make con- 
crete proposals, capitalizing simultaneously on American 
voters’ dissatisfaction with events in Southeast Asia and 
their unwillingness to face up to the painful specifics of 
“an honorable end to the war in Vietnam.” 


Back on the track 





Humphrey, too, usually restricted himself to vague gener- 
alities, but while the Nixon campaign sailed along, the 
vice president foundered time and again on the issue of 
the war. Trying to put some distance between himself and 
the president, he declared that “negotiations or no nego- 
tiations we could start to remove some of the American 
forces in early 1969 or late 1968,” a comment that drew an 
immediate rebuke from both Secretary of State Rusk and 
Johnson himself. Then Humphrey stated he could have run 
on the minority plank, forgetting that it demanded an un- 
conditional bombing halt. All the while, antiwar demon- 
strators plagued his campaign appearances, heckling the 
candidate and perpetuating memories of the terrible week 
in Chicago. But Vietnam wasn't his only problem: Capital- 
izing on the Democratic debacle, George Wallace was 
steadily eating away at the Humphrey constituency. By 
mid-September, public opinion polls gave the feisty 
Alabaman 21 percent of the vote. 

The Humphrey campaign hit rock bottom on September 
27, when polls showed him trailing Nixon 43 to 28 percent 
with five weeks to go. When he arrived in Portland, Ore- 
gon, that day, the crowds were small, and during the eve- 
ning demonstrators chanted antiwar slogans outside his 
hotel. Seattle was no better. Student protesters interrupted 
him repeatedly with shouts of “fascist, fascist, dump the 
Hump.” There was little money and less support. The des- 
titute Democratic National Committee had been unable to 
purchase even a single advertising spot on national radio 
or television, and party leaders, wrote veteran political re- 
porter Theodore White, “fled him as if he were bearer of 
contagion.” 

By the time he reached Salt Lake City on September 29, 
he had decided he had nothing to lose. He desperately 
wanted to shed the label of Johnson's boy, to campaign as 
he saw fit, to win back, at least, his own self-respect. The 
following day he went on national television to deliver his 
own declaration of independence, a three-point program 
calling for a UN-supervised cease-fire and withdrawal of 
all foreign forces from South Vietnam, a turnover of the 
fighting to the South Vietnamese, and a bombing halt. Be- 
fore taking any such action, Humphrey required “evi- 


dence of Communist willingness to restore the demilita- 
rized zone between North and South Vietnam,” and he 
reserved the right to resume the bombing “if the govern- 
ment of North Vietnam were to show bad faith.” But he 
was convinced that a bombing halt was the best chance to 
bring the war to an end, “the best protection of our 
troops." 

It was scarcely a radical departure from the adminis- 
tration's position, but for millions of Democrats with no 
place else to go it was am offer of reconciliation they had 
no choice but to accept. All at once money poured into the 
campaign treasury. Allard Lowenstein pledged his sup- 
port, so did Abraham Ribicoff. The liberal Americans for 
Democratic Áction endorsed Humphrey by a vote of sev- 
enty-one to sixteen of its executive board. Just as impor- 
tant, John Connally was back in line, stumping Texas with 
the vice president and promising his full support. Where a 
week before there had been few interested in hearing him, 
now there were huge crowds. "Thank you, Mr. Hum- 
phrey,” read a sign at a Nashville rally, "if you mean it, 
we're with you." The Democrats were coming home. 

Humphrey's resurgence was matched by Wallace's 
collapse. In part he was the victim of organized labor, in 
part of his own disastrous selection of a running mate. The 
AFL-CIO's Committee on Political Education churned out 
20 million pieces of anti- Wallace literature, registered 4.6 
million voters, and sent union representatives around the 
country to convince the rank and file to vote Democratic. If 
labor had pointed the gun at Wallace's head, General 
Curtis LeMay- World War II hero, former air force chief of 
staff-pulled the trigger. 

On October 3 the governor introduced his newly se- 
lected running mate, and without further ado the general 
began speaking about the unspeakable. "We seem to 
have a phobia about nuclear weapons," LeMay observed. 
"The smart thing to do when you're in a war... [is] get in 
it with both feet and get it over with as soon as you can.” 
Wallace, stunned, tried to intervene, but the man who had 
boasted that the United States could “bomb the North Viet- 
namese back into the Stone Age” was in his element. “Use 
the force that's necessary,” he continued to the increasing 
disbelief of the assembled reporters. "Maybe use a little 
more to make sure it's enough to stop the fighting as soon 
as possible. ... I think there are many times when it would 
be most efficient to use nuclear weapons." Before Wallace 
could reclaim the dais, Curtis LeMay had reduced his 
campaign to ground zero. 

By the middle of October, Humphrey was in high gear. 
In the Gallup poll at the end of September, Nixon led by a 
comíortable fifteen points. Two weeks later the lead was 
down to twelve. On October 21 the difference was only 
eight. An election victory that had appeared beyond reach 
a fortnight earlier now seemed a real possibility. But the 
issue of the war had a momentum oí its own. It had cast 
Humphrey down in Chicago only to raise him up again in 


Salt Lake City, and now it would consume the final two 
weeks of the campaign. Although neither candidate knew 
it, the ice had already begun to melt in Paris. 


Breakthrough 


After President Johnson had rejected his initiative in late 
July, Harriman persuaded the North Vietnamese to re- 
sume secret talks, stressing that what the United States 
wanted was not a humiliating public act of reciprocity but 
concrete steps that would insure the safety of American 
and allied troops following a complete bombing halt. | 
When Cyrus Vance met with the president in Washington 
on October 3, he was "basically optimistic." But Johnson 
was still skeptical of Henoi's intentions. He insisted that 
the North Vietnamese be made to understand precisely 
the three basic requirements of an agreement: respect for | 
the demilitarized zone, de-escalation of violence against 
South Vietnamese cities, and participation by the zen | 
government in the Paris talks. 

Vance met secretly with North Vietnamese Colonel Ha 
Van Lau twelve times, drilling him on the American for- | 
mula. Again and again he would read a part of the draft 
text, then ask Lau to repeat it in translation. At one point 
Vance left an informal “talking paper” on a table for Lau | 
to pick up, the two men thus maintaining the diplomatic | 
fiction that no formal messages had passed between their 
governments. Then, at the regular weekly session on Octo- | 
ber 9, Le Duc Tho quietly asked whether he understood | 
correctly that the U.S. would stop the bombing if Hanoi 
agreed to meet with South Vietnamese representatives. 
With Tho's question, a White House staff member later re- 
called, the “lights went on throughout the government.” 

Harriman relayed news of the breakthrough to the 
president, who immediately began to round up a con- | 
sensus. He cabled Ellsworth Bunker and Creighton | 
Abrams. Would a bombing halt be an “unwarranted | 
gamble with the safety of our men?” Bunker replied that | 
both he and the general believed the North Vietnamese | 
response a “fairly clear indication that Hanoi is ready for | 
a tactical shift from the battlefield to the conference table.” 
Since the middle of September a sizable number of NVA 
units had begun to pull out of South Vietnam, and they 
now saw no impediment to an early cessation of attacks | 
against the North. The following day Johnson gathered to- 
gether his senior advisers to ask each man what he | 
thought. They told the president to go ahead. So did the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff. At the end of the day Johnson met 
once more with Rusk, Clifford, Rostow, and Wheeler. 
Again he asked them if they agreed with the proposal to 
announce a complete bombing halt. Each man answered 

s. “All right,” said the president. “I don't want to have 
it said of me that one man died tomorrow who could have 
been saved by this plan. I don't think it [peace] will hap- 
pen, but there is a chance. We'll try it.” 
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In the early hours of October 16 a message arrived in 
Saigon instructing Ambassador Bunker to get President 
Thieu's agreement to issue a joint communiqué once 
Hanoi formally accepted the American proposals. Bunker 
called on Thieu at 6:45 that morning and later cabled 
Johnson that the two men had worked out a statement. It 
was time to get back to the North Vietnamese. 

But Hanoi balked. They had said earlier that once the 
bombing stopped a meeting could be held “the next day.” 
Now they wanted a delay of several weeks to consult with 
the National Liberation Front. It had been made clear to 
them that a bombing halt was dependent upon their will- 
ingness to exercise military restraint. Now they wanted a 
communiqué describing the bombing halt as “uncon- 
ditional.” They had apparently agreed in July to the “two 
sides” arrangement for the negotiations. Now they wanted 
a "four party” conference. 

For two weeks the haggling went on behind the scenes. 
Finally on October 27, Hanoi accepted the original Ameri- 
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can proposals. Although they would give no written guar- 
antees on maintaining the demilitarized zone or restrain- 
ing attacks against the cities, Harriman assured the 
president that the Communists understood that violations 
of the terms would risk resumption of the bombing. "To 
make doubly sure that there was no misunderstanding of 
our basic requirements,” Johnson decided “to restate our 
position to the Soviet Union.” Within hours of receipt of 
word from Hamoi, Soviet ambassador Anatoly Dobrynin 
was given a detailed written explanation of the American 
terms. The Russians reported back the next day that the 
North Vietnamese understood what the United States 
wanted. Any doubts regarding their willingness to accept 
the American proposals were “groundless.” 

For the president, there was one more thing to do. “I 
wanted to look the field commander of our troops in the 
eye and have him tell me candidly ... would we, or would 
we not, be endangering the lives of our fighting force.” So 
Creighton Abrams flew to Washington, arriving just past 
midnight on October 29. After reviewing the events of re- 
cent weeks, Johnson asked Abrams if the agreement 
would be a military advantage for the allies. “Yes sir,” he 
answered. He was confident that the North Vietnamese 
would honor the DMZ, especially in light of their reduced 
strength in that area. A major attack on Saigon, though 
still a possibility, could not succeed. "What will this do to 
the morale of our men and of the South Vietnamese 
army?” inquired the president. “I don't believe it will have 
a measurable effect,” Abrams replied. After further dis- 
cussion Johnson turned to Abrams “and looked hard at 
him for a few moments." This was a critical period, the 
president began, did the general have “any reluctance or 
hesitancy” about stopping the bombing. “No sir.” If he 
were president, would he do it? “I have no reservations,” 
said Abrams. “I know it is stepping into a cesspool of com- 
ment. But I do think it's the right thing to do. It is the proper 
thing to do.” 


Going it alone 


Even as the Abrams meeting was drawing to a close, 
word reached the White House that Bunker was having 
problems with the South Vietnamese. First, Thieu insisted 
that Vice President Ky needed more time to organize the 
delegation to the Paris talks, scheduled to begin on No- 
vember 2. Second, the South Vietnamese president 
claimed that no major foreign policy decision could be for- 
malized without the approval of the National Assembly. 
That would also take time. Third, Thieu had received a 
message from Pham Dang Lam, his chief observer in 
Paris, that the Americans were “tricking” the South Viet- 
namese by allowing Hanoi to seat the NLF as a separate 
delegation. Fourth, Thieu wanted guarantees that Hanoi 
would join the allies in a de-escalation of military activi- 
ties. Finally, Saigon demanded that all procedural 


arrangements for the expanded talks be worked out in 
advance. 

For President Johnson, the South Vietnamese position 
was “a grave disappointment.” To Secretary of Defense 
Clark Clifford, Saigon's last-minute protests were "rep- 
rehensible and utterly without merit.” The president and 
his advisers knew that Saigon's conditions were “impos- 
sible”; the embassy would have to attempt to bring the 
South Vietnamese president around. Bunker and Deputy 
Ambassador Samuel Berger met with Thieu on the eve- 
ning of October 30. Agreeing that a rift with Washington 
could only be of benefit to the Communists, Thieu sug- 
gested that the president restrict his announcement to the 
bombing halt, leaving the other details of the package for 
further discussion. The Americans told him that could not 
be done. Tempers flared, Thieu muttering at Berger in 
Vietnamese, “Are you representing Hanoi or Washing- 


ton?” Bunker informed the White House of his failure to | 
persuade Thieu to go along only hours before Johnson 
was scheduled to deliver a nationally televised speech on | 
the war. The language of his address was changed to | 
read that South Vietnam would be “free to participate” in | 
the expanded talks. If necessary the United States would | 
act alone. | 

The two-and-a-half days since the Abrams meeting | 
had been for the president “a blur of meetings and phone 
calls, of cables and conferences.” As Johnson faced the 
American people at 8:00 p.m. on Thursday, October 31, his | 
face was lined with fatigue, his voice hoarse, but he spoke 
firmly of the course he had determined to follow. 


I have now ordered that all air, naval, and artillery bombard- 
ment of North Vietnam cease as of 8:00 a.m. Washington time, 
Friday morning. I have reached this decision on the basis of the 











LB] and his weary secretary of defense, Clark Clifford, ponder South Vietnam's latest demands only two days before Johnson's 


announcement of a bombing hall. 
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| developments in the Paris talks. And I have reached it in the be- 
| lief that this action can lead to progress toward a peaceful settle- 
| ment of the Vietnamese war. 


Johnson indicated that South Vietnamese representatives 
| would be welcome to join the expanded talks, empha- 
sizing that the participation of the NLF “in no way involves 
recognition” of the Vietcong's political front. Without re- 
vealing the specific understanding the American negotia- 
tors had reached with Hanoi, he made it clear that if the 
North Vietnamese took military advantage of the bombing 
halt, the United States would not hesitate to resume the air 
attacks. “There may well be very hard fighting ahead,” he 
warned the nation. But what he now expected, “what we 
| have a right to expect, are prompt, productive, serious, 

and intensive negotiations.” 





Nixon's the one 


| As the rumors of an imminent breakthrough in the nego- 
| tiations mounted, Richard Nixon saw the presidency slip- 








ping from his grasp. Now, in the wake of the president's 
announcement, his margin in the polls crumbled over- 
night. Both the Harris and Gallup surveys released Satur- 
day, November 2, revealed that the Republican's lead had 
dwindled to insignificance—42 to 40 percent. The shift in 
momentum was so overwhelming that had voters gone to 
the polls on Saturday or Sunday it appeared likely that 
Humphrey would have emerged the victor. The final Har- 
ris poll of the campaign, released on Monday morning, 
showed Humphrey ahead 43 to 40. 

But the issue of the war wouldn't go away, wouldn't re- 
main quite the same for two days at a time. On Thursday 
night when Johnson announced the bombing halt and the 
beginning of four-party negotiations, peace, to many vot- 
ers, did seem to be at hand. But on Friday Thieu an- 
nounced tersely that the United States had acted unilat- 
erally. His government did not support the bombing halt, 
which was not justified by concessions from Hanoi. On 
Saturday, after Thieu told the National Assembly that his 
government would not attend the talks as long as the 
North Vietnamese treated the NLF as a separate delega- 





Along with the rest of the nation, President and Mrs. Johnson watch the broadcast of his taped announcement on October 31 of 


| a complete bombing halt and the start of four-party negotiations. 
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The Shape 
oi Things 
to Come 





The South Vietnamese were satisfied. 
“All our demands and conditions have 
been met,” said Foreign Minister Tran 
Chomh Thanh. “This is a big victory for 
the South Vietnamese people.” The boy- 
cott of the Paris peace talks had ended a 
month after it began. By December 8 all 
four delegations were at last in Paris—the 
Americans, the North Vietnamese, the 
National Liberation Front, and the South 
Vietnamese. Only the "modalities" or 
physical arrangements, oí the expanded 
negotiations remained to be determined. 

Of all the procedural details to be 
solved—the size of the delegations, the or- 
der in which they would speak, the site of 
the meetings—one issue came to domi- 
nate, even overwhelm the preliminary 
discussions: the shape of the conference 
table. The North Vietnamese sought a 
seating arrangement that would enhance 
the political “legitimacy” of the NLF as an 
independent party to the talks. The South 
Viemamese wanted a conference table 
that would reflect their contention that the 
NLF was simply a creature of Hanoi. For 
its part the United States was willing to 
entertain any compromise that would fi- 
nally get the talks underway without un- 
duly antagonizing Saigon. 

The initial designs for the table re- 
flected these concerns. The Americans 
suggested two rectangular tables, one for 
each "side. The North Vietnamese pro- 
posed a square table, with each delega- 
tion having its own side. The South Viet- 
namese offered no plans or designs of 
their own but announced they would re- 
ject any proposal that seemed to support 
the NLF's claims to independent status. It 


quickly became clear that the shape of 
the negotiating table was the major ob- 
stacle to the beginning of official sessions. 
“We may put the French furniture indus- 
try to a real test before we're through,” 
observed an American diplomat. After a 
while the joke didn't seem so funny. 

The topic of the table preoccupied 
news reports on the peace talks and 
played like a kind of daily diplomatic 
soap opera. Would they decide on a 
shape today? Were there new shapes to 
consider? Would they ever find an 
answer? 

On December 10 the North Viemam- 
ese suggested four tables arranged in a 
square, rectangular, or diamond pattern. 
The next day came various proposals for 
square, oblong, elliptical, and circular ta- 
bles. The French suggested, unofficially, a 
“split diamond.” The diplomats talked on, 
exchanged diagrams, but reached no 
agreement. On December 14, atter five 
allied and four Communist proposals had 
been submitted, each side produced a 
new design. The United States called for 
two half-circles, separated by rectangu- 
lar tables for the secretaries, a proposal 
that maintained the “our side, your side” 
concept. The North Vietnamese countered 
with a round table, symbolizing the 
equality of the four parties. Both pro- 
posals were said to be demonsirations of 
“good will” and a willingness to com- 
promise. 

And there it stood, stalemated by what 
Time magazine called “Those Maddening 
Modalities.” Meanwhile, the internal 
strains between the allies began to show. 
Washington and Saigon issued contra- 
dictory statements on various proposals, 
and each seemed, as one reporter said, to 
be conducting its own set of negotiations. 
Declaring the United States “ready to sit 
at any kind of table,” Secretary of De- 
fense Clark Clifford accused the South 
Vietnamese of delaying a compromise. 
Vice President Ky couldn't understand 
“what Mr. Clifford is talking about. It isn't 
we who raised procedural questions. ... 
My problem is, I have to fight not only my 
enemies but also my so-called friends.” 

To some the deadlock was a source of 
ironic amusement. Le Canard Enchainé, 
a French newspaper specializing in polit- 
ical satire, drew a table of labyrinthicm 
design that permitted each of the four 


parties to be seated with their backs to 
one another. One American thought it 
likely “that the next winner of the Nobel | 
Peace Prize will be a furniture designer.” 

If the endless wrangling over the 
shape of the table seemed absurd to 
many observers, it was a deadly serious 
business to the participants and not with- 
out diplomatic precedent. At the Con- 
gress of Vienna in 1814, a fourth door was 
cut to enable the Austrian, French, Rus- 
sian, and British representatives to enter 
the conference room simultaneously and 
thus avoid any insult to their rank. 

But as days became weeks of impasse, 
Americans both in and out of the govern- 
ment began to lese patience. The New 
York Times called the procedural talks a 
“charade.” Democratic senator George 
McGovern accused Ky of “playing 
around in the plush spots of Paris and 
haggling over whether he is going to sit 
at a round table or a rectangular table,” 
while “American men are dying to prop 
up his corrupt regime.” Joining a growing 
number of other citizens expressing their 
frustration in letters to the editor columns, 
a Brooklyn couple echoed the senator's 
outrage, noting grimly that “nobody 
seems to argue over the shape of artificial 
limbs or pine boxes.” 

By year's end the futility of what was 
taking place in Paris was apparent to all. 
On December 30 a South Vietnamese 
pacifist proposed that the talks be held 
around an eight-sided table on his “is- 
land retreat” in the Mekong Delta. The 
same day American negotiator Cyrus 
Vance called off a previously scheduled 
meeting with his South Vietnamese 
counterpart Pham Dang Lam. There was, 
explained allied sources, “nothing new to 
talk about.” 

It would not be until January 25, 1969, 
that all four parties sat down at a table 
everyone agreed upon: to satisfy the 
Communist demand for equal represen- 
tation of the NLF, a circular table at 
which all four parties would be seated; 
and to satisfy the allied wish for negotia- 
tions between “two sides," a pair of rec- 
tangular tables lor secretaries and sup- 
port personnel placed eighteen inches 
from the circular table at opposite sides. 
Now all that remained were the com- 
paratively simple questions of war amd 
peace. 
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| tion, the legislators adopted by accla- 

| mation a resolution condemning 
President Johnson for “betrayal of an 
ally,“ then marched to the U.S. Em- 
bassy to protest the American action. 
The South Vietnamese could “trust 
the Americans no longer,“ declared 
Vice President Ky, adding more fuel 
to the fire, “they are just a band of 
crooks.” It had quickly become ap- 
parent that the bombing halt would 
not soon bring an end to the killing in 
South Vietnam, and the tide of public 
opinion now returned to Richard 
Nixon. In his own private poll the day 
before the election, Harris found the 
Republican marginally ahead. 

On November 5, as Ambassador 
Bunker went on U.S. armed forces ra- 
dio to appeal to the Saigon govern- 
ment to end its boycott of the Paris 
negotiations, and Thieu in reply reaf- 
firmed that "we will never attend the 
Paris talks if we have to talk to the 
NLF as an independent delegation,” 
America went to the polls and nar- 
rowly elected Richard Nixon the 
thirty-seventh president of the United 
States. Out of nearly 73 million bal- 
lots cast, Nixon's winning margin was 
fewer them 500,000 votes, only 
seven-tenths of | percent. In a tu- 
multuous year of constantly shifting 
military and diplomatic fortunes, a 
year of torment at home and con- 
fusion abroad, a fragmented nation 
had rendered a divided verdict. Now 
Richard Nixon, the one man who had 
so deftly avoided the agonizing ques- 
tion of Vietnam, would have to assume the burden of the 
war and the burden of the peace the American people so 
urgently desired. 
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Not yet peace 


Fifteen days after the election, a ceremony was held at the 
White House to award the Medal of Honor to five veterans 
of the Vietnam fighting. "Other bitter days and other bat- 
tles still lie ahead," the president told the small group that 
had gathered in the East Room. “I cannot emphasize 
strongly enough that we have not attained peace—only the 
possibility of peace." 

In the first weeks after the bombing halt, military activ- 
ity in South Vietnam dropped significantly. The Commu- 
nists seemed to be avoiding big-unit encounters, U.S. cas- 
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ualty figures fell to the lowest rate of the year, and the 
pullback of enemy forces continued. Altogether allied in- 
telligence estimated that one-third of the Communists' 
120,000 Main Force troops had retreated into North Viet- 
nam and the Cambodian amd Laotian sanctuaries. Citing 
the heavy toll of year-long VC and NVA losses, the grow- 
ing number of enemy defections, and the withdrawal of a 
substantial portion of Communist forces, American com- 
manders asserted that the allies had regained the military 
initiative. President Johnson agreed, urging General 
Abrams to make a "maximum effort" to keep the enemy 
on the run. 

But if for the moment the military advantage appeared 
to be swinging firmly in the allied direction, observed 
American correspondent Robert Shaplen, "the political in- 
dicator remains on dead center—or if anything, is still 


pointing toward the Vietcong.” Aiming to build up their 
party apparatus in areas they already held and secure 
control over as much additional territory as possible in the 
event ol a quick cease-fire, the Communists stepped up 
their campaign of propaganda and terror in the coun- 
tryside amd established some 1,800 “liberation com- 
mittees” among the nation’s 12,000 rural hamlets. They 
continued to feed political operatives and sapper teams 
into their underground urban cells and set up a series of 
new coalition fronts that demanded the creation of a 
“peace Cabinet” in hopes of driving a wedge between the 
Thieu government and those Vietnamese more willing to 
enter into the Paris negotiations. The allies fought back, 
launching the Accelerated Pacification Campaign (APC) 
on November 1, with the goal of extending at least token 
government control into 1,200 previously contested or 
VC-dominated hamlets within three months, and put into 


Accompanied by his wife, Vice President Nguyen Cao Ky arrives in Paris to head the South Vietnamese delegation to the 


four-sided peace talks. 


operation the Phoenix Program, an attempt to neutralize 
the Vietcong infrastructure through improved intelligence 
gathering amd the selective arrest of key party cadres. 

The success of these countermeasures remained open 


to question. Phoenix was plagued by parallel Ameri- | 
can-South Vietnamese commands and a lack of "aggres- | 


siveness" on the part of the local officials, while the great 
majority of those arrested occupied only minor roles in the 
Vietcong hierarchy. Similarly, APC program director Wil- 
liam Colby would admit to no more than "moderately pos- 


itive" results during the first months of the new pacification | 


effort. MACV reported at the end of the year that 73 per- 
cent of South Vietnam's population now lived under GVN 
control, but other statistics revealed that most hamlets re- 
mained no more than "relatively secure." 

And while the fighting had diminished, it had far from 
disappeared. The Communists shelled ninety-eight civil- 
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ion areas in the first two weeks of the bombing halt, raked 


| allied bases in Da Nang with rocket and mortar fire, and 





fought a sharp battle with the ARVN 51st Regiment twelve 
miles south of the city. 

There were other indications that the optimistic assess- 
ments of some American commanders might well be pre- 
mature. As it had in the spring, Hanoi took quick advan- 
tage of the cessation of bombing to rebuild bridges and 
rail lines, stockpile supplies north of the demilitarized 
zone, and begin construction of a petroleum pipeline from 
the area around the nineteenth parallel to bases above 
the DMZ. Their willingness to press on with the war was 
all too evident in a sharp upsurge of military contacts in I 
Corps during the first week of December. But the area of 
greatest concern was III Corps, where Communist 
strength had risen to seventy Main- and local-force bat- 
talions. Two weeks before Christmas, as four enemy divi- 
sions moved back into South Vietnam from their Cam- 
bodian sanctuaries and heavy fighting broke out west of 
Saigon, allied forces were placed on alert in anticipation 
of a new enemy offensive. 


Only the dead 


A National Security Memorandum prepared for the in- 
coming administration concluded that despite the reverses 
they had suffered during 1968, the Communists continued 
to pursue the objective of a unified Vietnam under their 
control. During the previous four years the enemy had 
been able to “double his combat forces, double the level of 
infiltration, and increase the scale and intensity of the 
main force war even while bearing heavy casualties.” Al- 
though MACV placed Communist strength at approx- 
imately 330,000 men, both the CIA and the State Depart- 


| ment considered 435,000 to 595,000 a more realistic 


estimate. But whatever the actual enemy order of battle, 
and even should casualty rates continue at the high level 
of 1968, reported the JCS, the North Viemamese and VC 
had sufficient manpower to replenish understrength units 
for “at least the next several years.” The Communists still 
controlled the tempo of the war, still had the capacity to 
launch major offensives, and still retained significant in- 
fluence over at least 50 percent of the rural population. At 
the current rate of pacification, it would take eight to thir- 
teen years to bring the whole of South Vietnam under Sai- 
gon's control. 

Alongside this bleak picture was the hope of Vietnam- 
ization and the promise of political stability. There could 
be little doubt that the armed forces of South Vietnam 
were larger, better equipped, and somewhat more effec- 
tive than a year earlier. But the RVNAF still faced severe 
problems of motivation and leadership—difficulties re- 
flected in a net desertion rate equivalent to losing one 
ARVN division per month. Similarly, while there had been 


| some progress made toward political mobilization of the 
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Saigon government, factionalized interest groups contin- 
ued to wage a perpetual struggle for power, with growing 
acceptance of the NLF as a partner to an eventual politi- 
cal settlement. The plain facts were these: ARVN “could 
not now, or in the foreseeable future handle both the VC 
and sizable NVA forces without US combat support”; nor 
was there any certainty that the GVN “will be able to sur- 
vive a peaceful competition with the NLF for political 
power in South Vietnam.” 

Equally discouraging to the Americans was the contin- 
uing refusal of Saigon to join the Paris negotiations, lead- 
ing to postponement of the opening sessions and deep- 
ening the strains that had developed between the two 
governments. Part of the problem lay in Saigon's resent- 
ment of what it took to be U.S. bullying—forcing the GVN 
into negotiations before it was politically or militarily 
ready. “South Vietnam,” declared Thieu, “is not a railroad 
car that can be attached to a locomotive and led any- 
where the locomotive wishes to take it.” Partly it rested on 
fears that Washington was prepared to sacrifice the Viet- 
namese for the sake of an early disengagement. 

But the disagreement between Saigon and Washington 
was also the result of a certain ambiguity in their dis- 
cussions over the “our side, your side” formula. To the 
United States, it was an ingenious device to enable talks to 
go forward while avoiding the issue of recognition of the 
NLF. But once it became clear that the arrangement 
would mean in reality four separate, and presumably 
equal, delegations, it seemed to the South Vietnamese that 
they had been maneuvered that much closer to a coalition 
government-the first step, many felt, toward Communist 
domination of their country. While the United States 
claimed that Saigon had backed out of the deal at the last 
moment, the South Vietnamese maintained that they had 
never agreed to the deal in the first place. 

Making matters worse, Saigon now insisted on speak- 
ing for the entire allied delegation once the talks began, a 
proposal the United States regarded as offensive and un- 
realistic. Only after three-and-a-half more weeks of fur- 
ther negotiations, punctuated by charges of bad faith from 
both sides and American threats to proceed on their own, 
did Washington and Saigon agree. The U.S. restated its 
formal nonrecognition of the NLF and declared it would 
oppose any imposition of a coalition government. Saigon 
would speak for the allied delegation on all matters of an 
internal political nature; the U.S. would take the lead on 
such military questions as the withdrawal of foreign 
troops. 

On November 26 the Thieu government ended its boy- 
cott of the expanded negotiations. But when Ky arrived in 
Paris on December 8 he raised immediate objections to 
any seating plan that would place the NLF on an equal 
footing with Saigon. The year would end with the four par- 
ties arguing over the shape of the conference table, as the 
South Vietnamese waited for the inauguration of a man 





they hoped would be a more tractable partner than Lyn- 
don Johnson. "Perhaps the talks will be able to begin by 
mid-December,” a GVN official suggested archly at the 
beginning of the month. “But then you have Christmas and 
the New Year. No, I doubt whether any serious talks will 
start before well into January, and the real crunch won't 
come until March, or April.” 

But for some young men there would be no January, or 
March, or April. For them there would only be a violent 
death in a savage war, in a place far from home. On a 
day just before Christmas, thirty-one Americans died in 
the fighting. Among them were a group of marines “mop- 
ping up” a trapped enemy unit near Da Nang and an in- 
fantryman caught in an ambush forty miles north of Sai- 


gon. No one would ever be able to single him out, but one 
of those who fell that day died a very special death. From 
1961 to 1967, 16,022 U.S. serviceman had been killed in ac- 
tion in Vietnam. During the year of the Tet offensive, a 
year that began with six North Vietnamese officers stand- 
ing outside the wire at Khe Sanh combat base, that wit- 
nessed the most massive urban engagements of the war, 
that brought a change of Communist strategy and a 
change of U.S. command, 14,521 more Americans lost their 
lives. On a day just before Christmas, the 30,000th name 
was added to the mounting toll of a war that seemed to go 
on forever. In South Vietnam, at the end of 1968, only the 
dead were at peace. 
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borne division, 157 
Revolutionary Development teams, 20, 56, 116, 
118, 120 
RibicoH, Senator Abraham, 172, 175, 177 
Ridgway, General Matthew, 81 
Roberts, Specialist Five Jay, 79 
“Rolling Thunder” bombing campaign, 56 
Rosson, Lieutenant General William B., 142, 144 
Rostow, Walt, 23, 44, 66, 74, 75, 76, 80, 147, 177 
Rowe, James, Jr., 80 
Rudd, Mark, 105 
Rusk, Secretary of State Dean, 68, 70, 71, 75, 80, 
81, 82, 176, 177 


S 

Saigon, battle of, 14, 15-8, 
154-61 

Saigon, during Tet offensive, 8, 12; after Tet of- 
fensive, 116, 118; refugees in, 132 

SANE, 88, 89, 92 

Scheer, Robert, 88 

Search and destroy operations, 151; alternative 
to, 76 

Sebast, Private First Class William E., 8, 15 

Selective Service Draft (U.S.), 88, 92, 100-1 

Senate Foreign Relations Committee, 88; Secre- 
tary Rusk before, 70 

Shapiro, David, 106 

Shaplen, Robert, 120, 182 

Sharp, Admiral U.S. Grant, 70 

Sherrill, Robert, 88 

Sirhan, Sirhan Bishara, 107 

Sit-ins, 89 

SNCC (Student Non-Violent Coordinating Com- 
mittee), 94, 95 

Sorensen, Theodore, 168 

Soto, Sergeant Rudy A., Jr., 15 

South Vietnam (see Republic of Vietnam) 

South Vietnamese guerrilla forces, 145 

Special Forces, 151; teams, 42; CIDG camp, 42; 
Lang Vei camp, 47-50; at Kham Duc camp, 145 

Special National Intelligence Estimate, 22, 23 

Spock, Dr. Benjamin, 88, 92, 93 

Students, in antiwar movement, 91, 94, 96-7, 100 

Students lor a Democratic Society (SDS), 92, 97, 
164; reformist tradition of, 100; growth in num- 
bers of, 100; at Columbia University, 105 

"Success Offensive," 66 

Supply, cargo planes, 49, 145; helicopters in, 53 


19; second, 146, 
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Tam Ky, 12 

Tang, Truong Nhu, 145 

Tan Son Nhut air base, 12, 15, 19, 22, 42, 146, 156, 
157 

Tay Loc airtield, 26 

Taylor, General Maxwell D., 45, 72, 75, 76, 81, 
147 

Tay Ninh Province, 120, 150 

Teach-ins, 86 

Tet oltensive, planning for, 8-9; and U.S. in- 
telligence, 10-2; scope of, 11; beginning ol, 
12-4; enemy defections during, 13; and 
counterattacks, 14; Saigon in, 14-9; and GVN 
national radio station, 15, 16; early assess- 
ments of, 19-20; physical destruction of, 20; 
looting alter, 20; and Khe Sanh combat base, 
40; television coverage of, 66; and American 
public opinion, 68; damage caused by, 114-6; 
survivors of, 115, 116; and allied counter- 
ollensive, 141-4; "Tet IL,“ 145-7 

Thanh, General Nguyen Chi, 9 

Thanh, Tran Chan, 181 

Thieu, President Nguyen Van, 30, 114, 120, 122, 
129; and Tet cease-fire, 12; martial law de- 
clared by, 20, 119; leadership provided by, 124; 
U.S. support of, 126; at Honolulu Conference, 
127, 128; isolation of, 129; and Paris negotia- 
tions, 138, 180, 181, 182, 184; and bombing halt, 
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Tho, Le Duc, 138, 177 
Thompson, Major Fred M., 148 
Thompson, Warrant officer Hugh C., 79 
111 Corps, 8, 12, 184 
Thua Thien Province, 19, 24, 26, 54, 119, 142 
Thuy, Xuan, 138, 139, 141 
Toan Thang, Operation, 141 
Tolson, Lieutenant General John J., 143 
Tompkins, General Rathvon McCall, 44, 51, 55, 
60 
Tonc, First Lieutenant La Than, 44 
Trinh, Nguyen Duy, 10 
Truong, Brigadier General Ngo Quang, 26, 27 
Trung, Quang, 12 
Tuy Hoa, 12, 132 
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Urban riots, U.S., 94, 98, 99, 102-3 
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Vance, Cyrus, 81, 138, 177, 181 

Veterans and Reservists to End the War in Viet- 
nam, 88 
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Vietcong, 8; C-10 Sapper Battalion, 8, 12, 14, 15, 
16, 18, 66, 145, 156; H-15 Local Force Battalion, 
13; 5th Division, 14; 9th Division, 14, 146; esti- 
mates of numbers of, 22, 184; self-detense mili- 
tia of, 23; during battle of Hue, 32, 33; 48th Lo- 
cal Force Battalion, 78; force strength ot, 122, 
147; and refugee camps, 132; losses at Tet, 
54-6, 145; recruitment drive ol, 150; "third 
wave” attacks of, 152; May oftensive, 156 
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Vinh Long, 12, 13, 20, 132, 150 


Ww 
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Wallace, George Corley, 101, 103, 176, 177 

War policy, U.S., after Tet offensive, 66-7; and 
credibility gap, 67-8; and public opinion, 
68-70; request for 206,000 additional troops in, 
70-3; and assessment of Tet olfensive, 73-4; 
and Clilford task force, 74-6; and international 
monetary crisis, 76-7, 80; reassessment of, 
80-2; and President Johnson's withdrawal from 
politics, 82-3 

Westmoreland, General William, 8, 40, 42, 54, 
120, 145, 149; pre-Tet remarks of, 11; decision 
to hold Khe Sanh, 11, 55; appraisal of Tet offen- 
sive, 19, 56, 72; and VC estimates, 23; on strate- 
gic value of Hue, 24; and siege of Khe Sanh, 
44; and nuclear weapons, 45; and Operation 
Pegasus, 51; and credibility gap, 67; and troop 
request, 70-3, 77; and Ambassador Bunker, 
128; larewell of, 149 

Weyand, Lieutenant General Frederick C., 8 

Wheeler, General Earle G., 10, 29-30, 44, 45, 70, 
74, 76, 80, 177; and national mobilization, 71; 
report on Tet offensive, 73 

Willoughby, Captain Frank C., 47 

"Wise Men," 81 

Workers, and antiwar movement, 91, 94, 101-2 


XYZ 
“Y” Bridge, 146, 158 
Zahuranic, George B., 15 


U.S. Military Units 


(see note below) 


Air Force 
7th Air Force, 15 





Army 
lst Cavalry (Air Cavalry) 
7th Squadron, 150 
lst Cavalry Division (Airmobile), 11, 37, 51, 54, 
143, 146, 150 | 
3d Brigade, 29, 38 | 
7th Cavalry 
2d Battalion, 53 | 
Sth Battalion, 29 
12th Cavalry 
2d Battalion, 29 
lst Infantry Division, 14 
4th Infantry Division, 11 
Sth Intantry Division (Mechanized) 
11th Intantry 
lst Battalion 
Charlie Company, 78 
9th Infantry Division, 138, 153, 158 
25th Infantry Division, 14, 146 
4th Cavalry (Armored) 
3d Squadron, 19 
82d Airborne Division, 72, 73, 90 
101st Airborne Division (Airmobile), 10, 15, 29, 
142, 151 
173d Airborne Brigade, 6 
199th Infantry Brigade (Light), 20 


Marines 
Ist Marine Division, 38, 150 
lst Marines 
Ist Battalion 
Company A, 27 
Sth Marines 
lst Battalion, 30, 32 
2d Battalion, 28 
3d Marine Division 
3d Marines 
1st Battalion, 42 
9th Marines 
Ist Battalion, 44 
Sth Marine Division 
26th Marines (detached to 3d Marine Division 
during Khe Sanh battle) 
1st Battalion, 42 
3d Battalion, 42, 43 
Company I, 43 
Company K, 43 
9th Marine Expeditionary Brigade, 100 





Note: Military units are listed according to the 
general organizational structure of the U.S. 
Armed Forces. The following chart summarizes 
that structure lor the U.S. Army. The principal 
difference between the army and the Marine 
Corps structures in Vietnam lay at the regimen- 
tal level. The army eliminated the regimental 
command structure after World War Il (although 
battalions retained a regimental designation for 
purposes of historical continuity, e.g., 1st Battal- 
ion, 7th Cavalry [Regiment]). Marine Corps bat- 
talions were organized into regiments instead of 
brigades except under a few unusual circum- 
stances. The marines, however, do not use the 
word "regiment" to designate their units; e.g., 
lst Marines refers to the lst Marine Regiment. 


U.S. Army structure 
(to battalion level) 


Commanding 

Unit Size officer 
Division 12,000-18,000 Major 

troops or General 

3 brigades 
Brigade 3,000 troops or Colonel 

2-4 battalions 
Battalion* 600-1,000 troops Lieutenant 

or 3-5 companies Colonel 


* Squadron equivalent to battalion. 
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Names, Acronyms, Terms 


Accelerated Pacification Campaign—plan 
launched November 1, 1968, by GVN and U.S. 
with goal of extending at least token govern- 
ment control into 1,200 previously contested or 
VC-dominated hamlets, within three months. 


ARVN-Army ol the Republic of Vietnam. The 
army al South Vietnam. 


Capital Military Zone—Saigon and the immedi- 
ate surrounding area. 


chinh huan-North Vietnamese indoctrination 
sessions for all Communist party members. 


CIA- Central Intelligence Agency (U.S.). 


CIDG- Civilian Irregular Defense Group. Proj- 
ect devised by the CIA that combined self-de- 
fense with economic and social programs de- 
signed to raise the standard of living and win 
the loyalty of the Vietnamese mountain people. 
Chielly work of U.S. Special Forces. 


CINCPAC—Commander in Chief, Pacific Com- 
mand. Commander ol American forces in the 
Pacific region, which includes Southeast Asia. 


COMUSMACV —Commander, U.S. Military As- 
sistance Command, Vietnam. Position held by 
General William C. Westmoreland, June 
1964-July 1968, and General Creighton W. 
Abrams, July 1968-June 1972. 


CONUS-—U.S. military abbreviation lor the con- 
tinental United States. 


CORDS Civilian Operations and Revolutionary 
Development Support. Succeeded Ollice ol Ci- 
vilian Operations (OCO) in 1957 as pacilica- 
tion high command. Under MACV jurisdiction, 
CORDS organized all U.S. civilian agencies in 
Vietnam within the military chain of command. 


COSVN—Central Office for South Vietnam. 
Communist party headquarters in South Viet- 
nam, overseen by Hanoi. Changed locations 
throughout war; according to MACV stayed 
within III Corps northwest of Saigon until 1968, 
when it moved to Cambodia. 


DMZ-demilitarized zone. Established according 
to the Geneva accords ol 1954, provisionally 
dividing North Vietnam from Sauth Vietnam 
along the seventeenth parallel. The accords 
mandated that no military operations were to 
take place within the zone. 


DRV—Democratic Republic of Vietnam. The gov- 
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ernment of Ho Chi Minh, established on Sep- 
tember 2, 1945. Provisionally confined to North 
Vietnam by the Geneva accords oí 1954. 


1V Corps—fourth allied military tactical zone en- 
compassing Mekong Delta region. 


gom dan-"gathering" or “herding in." Term 
used by Vietnamese Communists to describe 
resettlement ol rural villagers in cities and 
GVN-sponsored refugee camps. 


GVN-U.S. abbreviation lor the government al 
South Vietnam. Also referred to as the Repub- 
lic of Vietnam. Provisionally established by the 
Geneva accords ol 1954. 


JCS- Joint Chiefs of Staff. Consists of chairman, 
U.S. Army chief of staff, chief ol naval oper- 
ations, U.S. Air Force chief of stafl, and marine 
commandant (member ex ollicio). Advises the 
president, the National Security Council, and 
the secretary of delense. Created in 1949 
within the Department ol Defense. 


JGS-Joint General Staff. South Vietnamese 
counterpart of the JCS. 


KI A—killed in action. 


LAW-—M72 light antitank weapon. Successor to 
the bazooka, a shoulder-lired 66mm rocket 
with a disposable fiber glass launcher. 


LZ-landing zone. 


MACV-Military Assistance Command, Viet- 
nam. U.S. command over all U.S. military ac- 
tivities in Vietnam, originated in 1962. 


MAF-Marine Amphibious Force. Commanded 
U.S. Marine units committed in I Corps Tacti- 
cal Zone. Acted as corps-level headquarters 
over U.S. Marine and Army units in I Corps 
area. 


MIA—missing in action. 


NLF-National Liberation Front, officially the 
National Front for the Liberation of the South. 
Formed on December 20, 1960, it aimed to 
overthrow South Vietnam's government and 
reunite the North and the South. The NLF in- 
cluded Communists and non-Communists. 


NVA-North Vietnamese Army. Also called the 
People's Army of Vietnam (PAVN) and Viet- 
nam People's Army (VPA). 


I Corps—"Eye” Corps. First allied tactical zone 
encompassing five northernmost provinces of 
South Vietnam. 


Ontos vehicle-a lightly armored tracked ve- 
hicle equipped with six mounted 106mm recail- 
less rifles. Originally designed for use against 
tanks, but primarily used in Vietnam to support 
infantry. 


order of battle (OB)—the arrangement and dis- 
position of the different parts of an army for 
battle. 


pacification—unollicial term given to various 
programs of the South Vietnamese and U.S. 
governments to destroy enemy influence in the 
villages and gain support of civilians for the 


GVN. 


PF—popular lorces. South Vietnamese village 
defense units. 


Phoenix—(Phung Hoang) an intelligence gather- 
ing program conducted by South Vietnamese 
Provincial Reconnaissance Units, under the di- 
rection ol CORDS, designed to neutralize the 
Vietcong infrastructure through identification 
and arrest ol key party cadres. 


RF-regional forces. South Vietnamese provin- 
cial delense units. 


RVNAF—Republic of Vietnam Armed Forces. 


SANE-Committee for a Sane Nuclear Policy. 
Moderate American disarmament group active 


in the 1960s. 


sapper—originally, in European wars, a soldier 
who built and repaired fortificatians. VC sap- 
per was a commando raider adept at pene- 
trating allied defenses. 


SDS-Students for a Democratic Society. 
Founded in 1962, SDS became the largest radi- 
cal student organization in the country, focus- 
ing its energies on community organization ol 
the poor and opposition to the Vietnam War. 


SNCC —Student Non-Violent Coordinating Com- 
mittee. Civil rights arganization that brought 
hundreds ot northern college students to the 
South to help register black voters during the 
early 1960s. 


Special Forces—U.S. soldiers, popularly known 
as Green Berets, trained in techniques ol guer- 
rilla warfare. In Vietnam, carried out counter- 
insurgency operations, many ol them covert. 
Also trained South Vietnamese and mon- 
tagnards in counterinsurgency and anti- 
guerrilla warlare. 


TAOR-tactical area of responsibility. 


Tet—Lunar New Year, the most important Viet- 
namese holiday. 


II Corps-third allied military tactical zone en- 
compassing area Irom northern Mekong Delta 
to southern central highlands. 


Tri-Thien Front—North Vietnamese military re- 
gion encompassing the two northernmost prov- 
inces of South Vietnam (Quang Tri and Thua 
Thien) Unlike other Communist military dis- 
tricts in South Vietnam, controlled directly by 
North Vietnam rather than indirectly through 
COSVN. 


TOC-tactical operations center. 


11 Corps—second allied military tactical zone en- 
compassing central highlands and adjoining 
coastal lowlands. 


VCI-Vietcang infrastructure. NLF local appa- 
ratus, responsible lor military, political, and lo- 
gistics tasks in support of main lorce oper- 
ations. 


Vietcong—originally a derogatory reference to 
the NLF, a contraction of Vietnam Cong San 


(Vietnamese Communist). In use since 1956. 


WIA wounded in action. 














